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Encounters in the Caribbean





1


Michael Fitton, lieutenant in command of His Majesty’s armed schooner Gipsy, ducked out of his cabin and started up the five steps of the companion-ladder to the deck. On the fourth step he paused to look about him. Mr Fitton had not reached the age of thirty-nine without learning that there were moments in life that should be savoured to the full; and this, though no novelty to him, was such a moment.


The north-east Trade was light on the schooner’s starboard bow, and her list was so slight that he could look across the rail to the eastern horizon. And there, a glittering spark on the dark-blue Atlantic rim, was the golden herald of a new day. With astonishing speed the sun’s upper limb hoisted itself over the edge of the world. The effulgent rays that had reached high into the blue above it vanished as it climbed, the widening lane of light spread dazzling across the sea, and the disc achieved its full round in a blinding intensity of light too strong for human eyes. Mr Fitton stepped up to the deck.


Mr Bristow, boatswain, was standing beside Cooper at the wheel. Up for’ard Mr Ramage, gunner, had his gun-crew in position  at number one gun port side and the rest of the watch-on-deck were standing-by at the weather rail. Gipsy was under reduced sail, with two reefs in fore and main and none of her three topsails hoisted; the two ships she had been escorting were far slower on a wind than she was and to keep station on them involved a clipping of her wings. They were a mile away on the starboard beam now, two big West Indiamen, their hulls black against the growing radiance of sea and sky and their sails aglow in sunlight. Warwick Castle was three cable-lengths ahead of Lord Mountford, her captain being the senior of the two, and the three vessels had been sailing in company for the past two days.


Wilson, leading seaman, was standing ready by the signal-locker below the after rail. Gipsy carried no midshipmen and he had been deputed to take the place of the signal-midshipman usual in ships of the line.


‘All set, Wilson?’ Mr Fitton said.


‘Aye, sir – numeral nine an’ P bent on.’


‘Very well.’ Mr Fitton raised his voice. ‘Mr Ramage! Stand by! Hoist away, Wilson.’


Wilson’s thin brown arms flailed as he pulled hand-over-hand on the halyard and the two flags, red and yellow, soared up to the peak of the mainsail yard. I AM ABOUT TO PART COMPANY. Captain Blower’s lookout might or might not be on the alert but in any case his attention was going to be drawn to the escort vessel’s signal.


‘Fire!’


The port-side 4-pounder flamed and roared, the smoke of the bank discharge drifting away to leeward. As he took his Dollond glass from his pocket Mr Fitton smiled inwardly at the thought of Ramage’s pleasure in that flash and bang. Ramage, an American from New Orleans, had once been a master-gunner in Commodore Truxton’s Constellation, and was apt to complain that he got too few opportunities of using his beloved 4-pounders; even firing an unshotted gun would be something of a treat for him.


For a minute or two the glass showed no answering signal at Warwick Castle’s yardarm. Ramage’s men had the 4-pounder run in, sponged and secured before at last a small black bundle travelled up to the yard and broke out into a brace of flags. Against the strong radiance of the sky the colours were hard to make out and Mr Fitton passed his glass to Wilson.


‘See what you can make of that.’


Wilson took a long look, then snatched the signal-book from the locker and riffled through its pages. He levelled the glass again, then turned, his jaw dropping comically.


‘She’s making “You are standing into danger”, sir!’


‘We’ll give her time to think it over,’ Mr Fitton said equably.


Merchant vessels were notoriously unhandy with signals and it was not long since the last amendments to Kempenfelt’s signal code had reached the West Indies station. The flags at Warwick Castle’s yardarm had not fluttered there for ten seconds when they were hauled jerkily down again. After a minute’s pause two others soared up to take their place.


‘“Happy return”, sir,’ Wilson said with a grin as he returned the glass.


‘Acknowledge.’


Mr Fitton turned to the bosun. Bristow’s round red face and bulging blue eyes were expressive of expectation and his barrel of a body was poised on his short legs as if he was about to take part in a race.


‘All hands, Mr Bristow, if you please. We’ll make sail.’


‘Aye aye sir!’


Bristow’s call was at his lips before they had enunciated the last word, and he ran for’ard with the pipe squealing. Most of Gipsy’s thirty-eight foremast hands were already on deck and all of them knew beyond doubt what orders they were about to receive. They sprang into action at the first shouted word of their captain.


‘Shake out reefs, fore and main! Up two jibs! Fore and gaff tops’ls and main stays’l!’


Dodging with long strides through the racing seamen came the gunner, his cadaverous face eager and his lank black hair flapping in the wind. Mr Fitton knew what he was going to say.


‘By’re leave, sir – you’ll be taking the Martinique Passage, mebbe?’


Ramage had no business to address such a question to his commanding officer; in a frigate or a 74 he would have been severely reprimanded had he dared to venture it. But Mr Fitton, though he was aware of his weakness in this, was accustomed to make allowances for Ramage.


‘Yes,’ he said briefly.


Ramage’s deepset eyes glowed. ‘Glory be! I reckon Gloire’s in Fort-de-France. If she was to come out—’


‘If she does, Mr Ramage, we run for it. You’re aware of my orders, I think.’


‘Aye, sir. But just supposin’—’


‘That will do, Mr Ramage.’


The gunner wagged his head despondently, knuckled his forehead by way of salute, and turned to go for’ard. Mr Fitton glanced up at the new canvas billowing from the yards and spoke quickly to the helmsman.


‘Port, Cooper – handsomely, now. Steady. Steer west by south.’


‘Course west by south, sir,’ Cooper reported a few seconds later.


That course would take Gipsy into the strait between the French-held islands of Dominica on the north and Martinique on the south, and through it into the Caribbean, where she would head south down Martinique’s west coast for her destination, Castries on St Lucia. On that west coast were the strongly-fortified ports of St Pierre and Fort de France; and Fort de France harboured the new French corvette Gloire, which had already caused havoc among the British inter-island shipping. With her twenty guns and a crew of a hundred men Gloire was a vessel of far greater force than a 10-gun schooner. Captain Dunn, Admiral Sir George Byam’s flag-captain on the West Indies station, had (knowing his man) given strict orders that Gipsy was to evade all action with Gloire. To give Mr Fitton his due, he would not in any case have sought a sea-duel with the corvette; he was no death-or-glory officer. And though he half sympathized with Ramage’s desire to try his long 4-pounders against Gloire’s shorter-ranged 12-pounders he would certainly run from her if by any chance she was encountered on the passage down the Martinique coast.


That Gypsy could show a clear pair of heels to any pursuer was Mr Fitton’s firm conviction and it was based on many years of experience. Even now, with the wind over her starboard quarter on her worst point of sailing, she was slipping through the water at seven knots before the lightest of breezes – and could do better still, Mr Fitton told himself. He raised his voice.


‘For’ard there! Flying-jib sheet – slack away half a fathom!’


He had hardly spoken when what looked like a shower of silver pieces, flashing in the sunlight, rose from the sea close under the schooner’s port bow and flew across the rail – a shoal of flying-fish pursued by their inveterate enemy the barracuda. Some of them flew so high that they struck the foot of the inner jib before dropping to the deck to flop helplessly among scores of their fellows. It was not the first time this had happened and the hands, except for those who were handling the jib sheet, were instantly at work grabbing the elusive fish and knocking their heads on the rail. Mr Fitton, hands behind back, watched them benevolently. Among the fish-collectors he had noted Pietro, ship’s cook, and Ivory Petersen, the tall Negro who had contrived to constitute himself captain’s steward; and he had not yet breakfasted. Pietro’s fried flying-fish with pimento sauce was a dish to be relished, whether at breakfast or dinner.


Bristow came rolling aft (he always reminded Mr Fitton of a barrel on legs) to report all fast.


‘Very well, Mr Bristow. You have the deck – course west by south.’


‘Course west by south, sir.’


‘Send a lookout to the foremast-head, if you please, and call me if any sail is sighted. I’ll relieve you myself at eight bells. And Mr Bristow – hands to breakfast the moment the cook’s ready for them.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Mr Fitton looked astern. The two Indiamen were already no more than white specks on the blue expanse of the Atlantic; in a month or less, barring disaster from gales or the French, they would reach England – an England he hadn’t seen for three years. He felt no nostalgia for the land of his birth, nor did he find this strange. For him Gipsy was his only home.


He went down to his cabin. The chart he had spread on the little cabin table was still there, its ends held down by his sword in its scabbard and a tattered copy of the Enchiridion of Epictetus, and he glanced again at the pencilled dot marking his ship’s position before he rolled it up. He had some 50 sea-miles to sail before he rounded Cape St Martin on the northern tip of Martinique, perhaps another 110 before he entered Castries harbour. With ordinary luck he should be in time to accept the Governor’s invitation to dine at Government House on his return; he hoped so, for he and Lord Edward Somerville were on the best of terms – naturally enough, since Mr Fitton had been largely responsible for installing Lord Edward in his Governorate. He hoped too that the port captain would not make one at the dinner-party. For St Lucia, retaken from the French eighteen months ago, now boasted a port captain despite the fact that the West Indies squadron was reduced to two 74s and two frigates; and Captain Good was one of those men whose self-importance requires them to talk-down everyone else in company. It was from him that Gipsy had received her orders to escort the two homeward-bound Indiamen as far as latitude 60°25’ west 15°25’ north, going south-about through the St Vincent Passage into the Atlantic to avoid passing Fort de France and its predatory warships. There had been no orders concerning her route of return, and Mr Fitton saw no reasons why he should not take the shortest one. By now the long-expected frigate might have arrived and he could take the schooner back to Kingston, where the dockyard could supply the materials for the re-paint and re-rigging she so sorely needed.


The following wind didn’t prevent the savoury smell of frying fish from reaching the cabin. Mr Fitton’s mouth was watering as he sat himself down at the table, even though his mind was fully taken up with future plans for his ship.


As a warship of the British Navy Gipsy was something of an anomaly. Though with her ten guns she was entitled to be called a sloop-of-war and was a lieutenant’s command, she was in fact rated as tender to the flagship at Kingston, HMS Hercule, whose officers had bought her into the service by way of investment – an unusual but perfectly legitimate proceeding. It had been a profitable investment. One of Gipsy’s main duties was to harass the enemy shipping in the Caribbean, French and Spanish and Dutch, and since he had commanded her Mr Fitton had brought into Kingston no fewer than thirty-one prizes; the prize-money benefited Hercule’s crew as well as her officers, and his own persistence had won a slightly higher rate of payment for his own men than that awarded to those of the flagship, which seldom put to sea. This chasing and taking of small trading-ships, more often than not without a shot fired, was not much to the mind of Gipsy’s captain, for whom her other duty of dealing with the privateers that preyed on British merchant ships, who were often well-armed and ready to stand and fight, was far preferable. But Admiral Byam had been at pains to emphasize the importance of crippling the enemy’s trade and communications; a dictum which might or might not have been influenced by the fact that an admiral’s share of prize-money was three-sixteenths of the whole.


It was this second duty, however, that had brought Gipsy 500 mils from her home port on Jamaica – that and the present acute shortage of war-vessels. The trade of the Windward Islands had been increasingly interfered with by privateers and the frigate promised by Admiralty to defend it had not reached Castries. Mr Fitton had been ordered to cruise between St Lucia and the Grenadines, basing himself on Castries, until such time as the expected frigate arrived. His cruises had not been unfruitful; he had sunk a Dutch privateer off St Vincent, chased another, a Spaniard, to her end on the rocks of Carriacou, and brought three French trading brigs into Castries as prizes. But he was anxious now to get back to Kingston. Not, he reflected, that he liked the place, with its stinking harbour and miasma of yellow fever and the close proximity of the Admiral, but it was Gipsy’s home port and the dockyard there could do for her what he wanted done. Fore and main sheets, for instance, were both showing signs of chafe. A little cajolery at the rigging-store, perhaps aided by a little bribery, might obtain him some really good white manila—


The slap-slap of bare feet on the companion-ladder interrupted his thoughts and Ivory Petersen, stooping low under the deck-head, brought in a tray with a coffee-pot and a steaming platter. At sea Gipsy’s crew were accustomed to wear a miscellany of garments, but the big Negro always contrived to wear clean duck trousers and a spotless white smock when he came aft.


‘Breccus, sah,’ he said with a wide grin, placing the tray on the table and turning to depart.


‘Wait.’ Mr Fitton helped himself to a fragment of fish, tasted it, and nodded. ‘My compliments to the cook. Tell him it’s delicious.’


‘Aye aye, sah!’ Petersen beamed, and ducked his way out.


Mr Fitton poured himself a mug of coffee. There were very few naval lieutenants, he was thinking, who were served in their own cabins with a breakfast such as this – and with coffee that no London coffee-house could equal.
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By six bells of the afternoon watch the light but unfaltering wind had brought Gipsy to a point where Mr Fitton hoped to get a landfall. Her run through the Martinique Passage had been uneventful; the coloured dots of a fishing-fleet on the northern horizon, off the Dominican coast twenty miles away, had been the only sail sighted. There were no ports on the north coast of Martinique, which was fraught with rocks and shoals and a similar distance to southward. By Mr Fitton’s calculation the schooner had reached the longitude of Cape St Martin, but he had no intention of closing the coast to sight the cape. Three miles inland from it rose the mountain marked on the chart as ‘Pelée Pk c.4000’ and his present course should bring him within a dozen miles of it. He was pacing up and down his tiny quarterdeck – the thirty feet of planking between the taffrail and the aftermost 4-pounder – when the expected hail came from the masthead.


‘De-e-eck! Land-ho, sor – port bow.’


Mr Fitton had no doubt that this was the Pelée peak but he went up to see for himself, climbing the foreshrouds with an agility surprising in a man of his stocky broad-shouldered build. Maguire, the lookout, made room for him as he hoisted himself on to the small iron footplate.


‘Ye’d say ‘twas a volcano, sor,’ he remarked.


‘It’s an extinct one, I’m told,’ said Mr Fitton, levelling his glass.


The minute dark shape on the horizon was a truncated cone, the truncation being caused by the woolly clouds which invariably rested like a smoke-wreath on Pelée’s summit. He climbed down again to the deck and resumed his pacing. Gipsy could now be said to be entering the Caribbean but he would hold his course until an alteration southward for Castries would take him down twenty miles clear of the Martinique coast.


The afternoon sun of January was hot overhead and his dark-blue uniform coat and cocked hat (he never appeared on deck without them) were a trifle oppressive; nevertheless, and despite the fact that Gipsy’s speed was little less than that of the following wind, there was a cool waft of air just sufficient to prevent him from sweating. He sniffed the air like a horse returning to its accustomed pasture. Not for the first time, he reflected that the Caribbean Sea was like a vast blue meadow ringed by a fence with a score of gates – the islands and the narrow passages between them; and indulged himself again with the fancy that the waters he was entering were a warmer colour than those he had just left. In fine weather like this the Atlantic wore a Prussian blue, while the Caribbean might perhaps be called ultramarine. These whimsies were cut short by another hail from the masthead.


‘Sail! Sail o’ the stabb’d bow, sor.’


‘Report when she’s hull-up,’ Mr Fitton shouted back.


At present all Maguire could see was a speck of white on the horizon and it would be some little while before he could make out what sort of craft it was. Ramage, whose watch-on-deck this was, was glancing at him from the other side of the after-deck and there was no doubt about what he was thinking: this might quite possibly be Gloire. But if it should be the corvette Gipsy had only to follow her intended course to lose Gloire astern by nightfall. Mr Fitton could be sure of that, for he had run from Gloire, and escaped, once before. On that occasion the presence on board of His Excellency the Governor of St Lucia had been an additional excuse for running; but no additional excuse was needed when the odds against him were so heavy.


‘Deck!’ Maguire hailed again at last. “Tis a brig, sor – a little small brig.’


‘What course?’


‘Southerly, sor – headin’ to cross our bows.’


Mr Fitton, disregarding a disappointed snarl from the gunner, considered for a moment. The brig was almost certainly a Frenchman; no British merchant vessel on course for St Lucia or St Vincent would sail so near the enemy coasts. He was conscious of a strong disinclination to change the course he had decided upon – a straight and easy run to Castries – for the sake of a little small brig, encumbering himself with yet another prize of no great value. On the other hand his duty required him to accost and board her. She might be carrying important dispatches, or some French personage of note. And his crew would hardly relish being deprived of prize-money, however small the amount might be. The brig was hull-up from the deck now and he focused his glass on her; a small trading-brig, probably with a crew of a dozen men and mounting a couple of swivel-guns — easy prey. With something like reluctance he gave the usual orders.


‘Number six gun, Mr Ramage. Load with ball and run out.’


The intimidating shot across her bows might not be needed but he must be ready for it. At present she showed no sign of trying to run for it, and if she held her southerly course it would bring her across Gipsy’s course only a small distance ahead of her. They were closing fast. His glass showed him the brig’s patched sails – she carried only three on each of her two masts – and a hull decorated island-fashion with a broad band of bright yellow below the rail. She came on until she was barely a mile away and broad on the schooner’s starboard bow; and then, with a swiftness that told of good handling, she turned to port and headed to pass astern of the schooner. If she was hoping to gain and hold a lead that should bring her under the batteries of St Pierre before she was caught that hope was quickly dashed. Mr Fitton’s sharp orders brought Gipsy swirling round, her sails close-hauled, on a course to intercept her.


‘Put a shot across her bows, Mr Ramage.’


Ramage laid the gun himself and a white splash rose from the blue a short four fathoms ahead of the brig. At once she was brought to the wind with her fore-topsail backed. Mr Fitton, having closed to within hailing distance, laid Gipsy stationary with her bows to the light breeze and put his glass to his eye. The three figures on the brig’s after-deck were clear and close in the lens: a dark-skinned man at the wheel, a very tall thin man in a battered straw hat who might be her captain, and a smaller figure – a girl in a yellow dress. Even without the glass it could be seen that she was a pretty girl, and with it the sun-browned oval face, dark eyes, and dark waving hair proclaimed that she was a Creole and a notably attractive young woman.


Mr Fitton’s encounters with women in his earlier years had been rarely prolonged and always unfortunate. He considered that the years of discretion which (to his mind) he had reached absolved him from further unprofitable intercourse with the fair sex, and that his interest and affection were sufficiently occupied by his ship. He was therefore a little annoyed when he found himself staring for longer than was necessary at the slim figure at the brig’s rail. His crew had no such inhibition. They lined the rail, gazing avidly at the girl; and the loud buzz of admiring comment rose suddenly to a clamour of shouts and laughter when she raised a shapely bare arm and waved to them.


‘Silence fore and aft!’ Mr Fitton’s deep voice had a decided rasp to it. ‘Mr Bristow, I’ll have all hands below except the duty watch.’ He hailed the brig. ‘Le vaisseau là! Le capitaine à bord ici, et vitement!’


It was a minute or two before the boat was lowered and two met got down into it. Mr Fitton focused his glass on the man in the sternsheets, the tall thin man with the straw hat, and the curious sense of familiarity he had experienced when he first set eyes on the man grew to near-certainty as the boat came nearer.


It had been a dozen years ago when he was master’s mate in Defiance, at the cutting-out of the French ship-sloop Lejouille at Fécamp and in the moment of victory. He saw again the gawky young French officer beaten to his knees, the cutlass in the hand of a burly seaman poised to strike, his own cutlass-blade deflecting the blow in the nick of time. Afterwards there had been a meeting or two ashore between Louis d’Herbetet, prisoner on parole, and the man who had saved his life; and before d’Herbetet was exchanged a friendship, assisted by the Englishman’s fluency in French, had sprung up between them. But d’Herbetet had been an aspirant de marine in the navy of the French Republic. What – if this was the same man – was he doing in the Caribbean as master of a small merchantman?


The boat nosed alongside and the last of Mr Fitton’s doubts vanished as the brig’s captain swung himself over the rail to the schooner’s deck. His great beak of a nose was unmistakable though now there was a bristle of black moustache beneath it. He cast a quick glance round him and addressed his captor without any sign of recognition.


‘Thibert, captain, the brig Blanchefleur.’


‘Fitton, lieutenant in command, His Majesty’s schooner Gipsy.’ Mr Fitton saw the Frenchman’s eyes widen and went on quickly. ‘To my cabin, if you please. – Gardez la tête!’ he added as he led the way down the companion-ladder.


The man who called himself Thibert bent low to get himself in under the deckhead. He was a good six-and-a-half feet tall and lean as a rake. He sat down as he was bidden without taking his eyes from Mr Fitton’s face.


‘You – are – Fitton,’ he said slowly, pronouncing the name as if it was a French word fiton.


Mr Fitton sat down facing him. ‘And you, Louis, are Captain Thibert, it seems,’ he said. ‘But whatever the name, it is good to see you again.’


Thibert’s hand started to move impulsively across the table and was sharply arrested. Mr Fitton reached out and shook it heartily.


‘My pleasure, Monsieur Thibert, is only equalled by my surprise. I had thought to hear of you in command of a ship of the line.’


‘Jamais de la vie! And I would have expected to find you an admiral by now.’


‘I have my own command and I am content. You have left the navy, I assume?’


Thibert’s dark angular face creased in a frown.


‘Yes – two years ago.’ He leaned forward, his sunken eyes flashing. ‘I am a good Republican, Monsieur Fitton! I would serve France – but not an upstart Corsican who has proclaimed himself hereditary emperor of the French! Hereditary fripon! Nom de Dieu! I would sooner—’ he caught himself up abruptly. ‘But I forget myself. I am your prisoner, my ship is your prize. You will have questions to ask.’


After a moment’s pause Mr Fitton nodded.


‘Very well. Your ship is the Blanchefleur. Whither bound and whence?’


‘To Fort de France from St Anne.’


‘St Anne on Guadeloupe?’


‘Yes. I make the voyage regularly.’


‘What is your cargo?’


‘Hides, monsieur. En effet, a half-cargo, since it is not the season for killing beasts.’


‘Your own beasts, may I ask?’


‘My own.’ Thibert dropped the impassive manner he had adopted. ‘I have a holding on Basse-Terre – a few cattle, a dozen slaves, a manager. I have thriven in a modest way since I landed on Guadeloupe two years ago.’


‘I felicitate you. You have also a wife, perhaps?’


The Frenchman laughed shortly. ‘Not I! I have done with fighting.’


‘Then the lady I observed on board your brig—’


‘The girl? She is a passenger. She goes – was going, I should have said – to Fort de France, there to be received by a man–’ Thibert hesitated, unaccountably embarrassed. ‘The man to whom she is fiancée,’ he finished somewhat lamely.


‘Oh,’ said Mr Fitton; and was silent for some time.


A girl deprived of joining her fiancé, he was thinking; a pretty girl, too. A dozen civilian prisoners to be found accommodation and food until such time as they could somehow find their way back to their homes. The brig’s cargo was of negligible value and the prize court’s assessment of her would be low – it would put no more than a few extra pence in the pockets of his crew. His square brown face, set in wooden immobility, gave no clue to his thoughts and Thibert, watching him, frowned impatiently.


‘I assume that you will take Blanchefleur into Castries, monsieur le capitaine,’ he said at last.


Mr Fitton made no reply. He got up from his chair and went to a cupboard on the bulkhead.


‘I must ask for your word of honour, monsieur,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘that you carry no dispatches to the authorities at Fort de France.’


‘You have it, monsieur,’ Thibert said stiffly.


‘Then I believe we may conclude our business.’


As he spoke Mr Fitton placed a bottle and two glasses on the table and filled the glasses.


‘I shall propose a toast, Louis,’ he went on, sitting down. ‘We drink to a meeting that never took place. And, coupled with it, to Blanchefleur’s safe arrival at Fort de France.’


Thibert was staring at him in open-mouthed incredulity.


‘But—’ He checked himself abruptly; this was certainly not the time to remind a British officer of his duty. ‘You cannot mean to—’


‘I mean to drink this wine,’ Mr Fitton cut in quickly, ‘and I hope you will join me.’


Slowly, and still staring, the brig’s captain raised his glass. Mr Fitton touched his own glass against it and they drank.


‘I wish our meeting could have been prolonged,’ he said. ‘But I think we should make sail as soon as possible. It would hardly do for two vessels that have not met to be discovered in company. For neither you nor I will speak of this meeting to anyone. You understand?’


‘I understand also that this is the second time you have placed me in your debt. On the first occasion I owed you my life. Now I owe you my freedom.’


‘Perhaps a little is owing to mademoiselle your passenger,’ Mr Fitton said with a smile. ‘Please to give her my compliments.’


‘I shall do so.’ Thibert hesitated, frowning. ‘But consider, mon ami. My crew cannot be trusted to keep silence on this matter – nor, probably, can yours. I fear that if the tale should come to the ears of your admiral he will not be much pleased with you.’


‘We have an English proverb that tells us not to cross bridges until we come to them.’ Mr Fitton stood up. ‘This is adieu, Louis. I am sorry it cannot be à bientot.’


He grasped Thibert’s hand briefly and led the way on deck.


Boatswain, gunner, and twenty seamen hastily adverted their attention from the brig as the two officers crossed to the rail. Blanchefleur, Mr Fitton noted, had drifted a little closer to the schooner, and the girl was no longer to be seen. He had hardly observed this when she reappeared on the brig’s after-deck – or was it another girl? But it was, undoubtedly, the same girl, and she had changed her dress for a flamboyant orange-and-red gown, very low cut, with frilled sleeves. Why on earth, he wondered, should she have done that? But women were incomprehensible anyway and he had a speech to make.


‘Captain Thibert, I find nothing of value in your cargo except the lady who is your passenger.’ He spoke so that all on deck could hear, and in English; this speech was not aimed at Thibert’s ears. ‘You tell me she’s going to Fort de France to meet her fiancé. Well, no British seaman would wish to prevent a young woman from going to her lover, I believe.’ He had his back to his intended audience but the deep-voiced growl of approval was unmistakable and he went on quickly. ‘We wish her all happiness. You may return to your ship, captain, and we shall all of us forget that this encounter ever took place.’


His last words were almost lost in the rising clamour of approbation. Someone even started a cheer, and was silenced by Bristow’s barked ‘Pipe down, there!’ Cutting short Thibert’s muttered words of thanks, Mr Fitton urged him quickly into his waiting boat; his men, like all seamen, would sacrifice much for a chivalrous gesture that appealed to them but it was as well to give them no time to count their losses.


‘Hands to the sheets! Starboard helm, Black – let her pay off.’


Gipsy’s sails flapped and filled and she heeled gently as she came round, bringing the wind astern. Mr Fitton had no need to consult his chart; his brief chase of Blanchefleur had taken him very little off course.


‘Steer south by west.’


‘Course south by west, sir.’


The schooner gathered way. Already the sun was westering, and its mellower rays were gilding Blanchefleur’s patched sails when he turned to watch her dwindling astern. Her boat had been taken inboard and she was turning away from him. On her tiny poop-deck, right aft, a bright orange spot seemed to be dipping and rising oddly, and he took his glass from his pocket the better to observe the phenomenon. It was the girl, of course – and she was curtseying, dropping curtsey after curtsey! Almost involuntarily he swept off his cocked hat and bowed low. Smothered chuckles from for’ard made him regret this display an instant later. He had made a fool of himself, behaving like a play-actor on the stage at Drury Lane, and his men could hardly be blamed for chuckling. He clapped his hat on his head with unnecessary violence and began to pace up and down his theoretical but invisible quarterdeck. He would have those upper sails taken in at sunset. His report for Captain Good had better be written before the light failed. At Castries that leaking water-cask would have to be seen to—


By the time he had taken fifty turns on his walk Blanchefleur and her passenger had been banished from Mr Fitton’s mind and the brig herself was a dim white dot on the darkening horizon.
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Gipsy’s anomalous rating as ship’s tender had the advantage, to Mr Fitton’s mind, that he did not have to saddle himself with the junior commissioned officer normally required in a vessel of her force by Admiralty Instructions. His two warrant officers were both experienced seamen and capable of keeping a watch, so that the schooner was able to keep the comfortable routine of four hours on and eight hours off. Thus, for the night voyage down the west coast of St Lucia, Ramage having the middle and Bristow the morning watch, her captain was able to get the better part of eight hours’ sleep in his hanging cot.


It was a passage totally without incident. Gipsy had made it a dozen times and her officers well knew that she must sail a league out from the coast, not only because the St Lucians were much given to night-fishing inshore and rarely showed a light, but also because of the sudden and often prolonged squalls that sometimes struck down from the steep mountainsides above the shore. She made it under reduced sail; for all his familiarity with the tricky entrance into Castries harbour Mr Fitton didn’t care to attempt it in darkness.


He came on deck well before sunrise, exchanged good mornings with Bristow, and looked to port, where beyond three miles of grey-blue sea, a range of notchy mountains stood jet-black against the paling eastern sky.


‘Just about abeam of Le Reduit, sir, by my reckoning,’ Bristow said.


‘Yes.’


Gipsy was ghosting along so quietly that he had no need to shout the orders that brought her round two points to port, closing the coast. Slowly, as the light grew, the mountains rose higher on the bow. The deep opening in the hillsides above Castries slid into view, and very soon Mr Fitton could see the Morne Fortuné plateau where stood the 32-pounder battery and the garrison barracks. The bosun was rigging the hand-pump and the hands were standing ready with mops and cloths so he dodged quickly below again to lay out his shoregoing rig; if the expected frigate had arrived he would have a busy morning in Castries.


Twenty minutes later Gipsy, under reduced sail, was approaching the harbour entrance and steering to avoid the Castries fishing fleet putting to sea. She slipped in between the massive stone towers, and Mr Fitton, watchful beside the helm, at once saw the frigate at moorings off the south quay. She was the Circe of 32 guns but he didn’t know who was her captain. Gipsy glided on to her inner mooring at the north quay and as soon as she had made fast and taken in all sail proceeded to breakfast. Before Mr Fitton had finished his second cup of coffee Ivory Petersen brought him a note sent aboard by shore boat. It was very brief, three lines in the Governor’s hand: ‘Dear Fitton – we shall expect you at six. Quattuor advocavi. Edward Somerville.’ Lord Edward, he reflected, was sufficiently unconventional to disregard the fashionable dinner-hour of two in the afternoon – a time, in Mr Fitton’s opinion, decidedly unsuited to the tropics; and he was glad to note that there would be only four at dinner. He hoped the fourth wouldn’t prove to be the port captain.


He arranged with Bristow and Ramage the shore leave for the two watches, had the cockboat lowered, and was pulled over to the port offices. Captain Good glanced cursorily at his written report and pushed it aside.


‘You’ll sail for Kingston tomorrow at first light,’ he said harshly.


‘Aye aye, sir.’ Mr Fitton paused. ‘But perhaps we may meet again at Government House this evening?’


Good scowled at him. ‘No! And readying your schooner for sea is your duty, not paying calls, Mr Fitton!’


‘Aye aye, sir,’ said Mr Fitton again; and departed with a lightened heart.


As he had to act as his own first lieutenant and purser he had enough to do to fill a morning and afternoon. From Castries to Kingston was a voyage of more than 900 miles, and Gipsy required to be fully victualled and supplied, not only with food and water but also with such things as fuel for the stove and the essential rum. Dockyard, victualling yard and water-hoy exacted their customary toll of reasonless delay but by half-past five Mr Fitton, with his ship provisioned and ready for sea, was starting up the narrow lane that twisted between the houses and hovels of the little port.


Government House was perched on a wide shelf of the hillside, half-way up to the Morne Fortuné plateau, and the unfenced lane climbing to it was steep, but he preferred to walk it rather than hire a Castries mule-cart. After the limitations of his quarterdeck pacing it was a pleasure to stretch his legs. A side lane branched less steeply across the hill slope and this took him to a gate and a short drive leading to the steps and portico of Government House. It was a long white building flanked by cypress and eucalyptus and with half its front hidden by a hanging curtain of bougainvillea in full flower. The wide glass doors were open. A Negro in sober livery stepped forward as Mr Fitton reached the top of the steps, but a tall man thrust past him to grasp the newcomer’s hand.


‘My dear Fitton, welcome once again,’ said Lord Edward. ‘A successful voyage, I trust?’


The Governor was lean, elegant, and silver-haired, and his pale buff coat and trousers struck a note of informality.


‘Perfectly, sir,’ Mr Fitton returned as he surrendered hat and sword to the servant and followed his host into the hall. ‘As uneventful as it was brief.’


‘It will have given you an appetite, I hope, for we shall dine with little delay. In my experience seamen are always hungry. But first you must meet my other guest.’


As he spoke he led the way into an inner room. Lady Somerville, the Governor’s French-Creole wife, greeted Mr Fitton with a welcoming curtsey and a torrent of French – she spoke some English but very imperfectly. She was a woman of magnificent figure, as tall as her husband and still beautiful despite her fifty years. Lord Edward’s hand on his arm arrested their exchange of compliments.


‘Permit me to introduce you two gentlemen. Mr – ah – Lieutenant Fitton, Captain Maurice of Circe.’


Mr Fitton exchanged bows and handshakes with the man who had risen from a cane chair beside Lady Somerville, a slight thin-faced man with a single epaulette on the left shoulder of his uniform coat.


‘Of the schooner Gipsy, I believe,’ the frigate captain said pleasantly.


‘Yes, sir. May I say that I’ve long wished for the pleasure of meeting you?’


Mr Fitton spoke sincerely. This was James Wilkes Maurice, who only a few years ago had fortified the Diamond Rock, off the Martinique coast, and held it for sixteen months against the French assaults. It was an exploit after his own heart. He would have given a great deal to hear more about it; but it was not for him to start questioning a senior officer.


‘It seems that our acquaintance is to be a short one,’ Maurice was saying. ‘I hear from Captain Good that Gipsy is to sail for Jamaica shortly.’


‘Tomorrow, sir, at first light.’


This brought exclamations of surprise and regret from the Governor and his lady; and the subsequent conversation was terminated by the entrance of a major-domo to announce that dinner was served.


The dining-room in which they seated themselves round an oval table was at the rear of the house and pleasantly cool, its windows opening on to a sloping garden which was the Governor’s especial pride and joy. It was the garden, in fact, that eased some slight awkwardness in the early stages of the meal; Captain Maurice proved to be not only a very diffident man but also a poor hand at table-talk, perhaps because of his inability to follow Lady Somerville’s rapid French. It was the discovery that he had three begonias in pots in his cabin aboard Circe that quickened the flow of talk, both the Governor and is wife being enthusiastic gardeners, and the ensuing advice in two languages as to systems of watering and provision of light persisted through the consumption of an excellent fish pie followed by roast chickens with lentil sauce. They were drinking a light local wine which was plainly much to Maurice’s taste, and by the end of the meal, when Lady Somerville rose and retired to her drawing-room, his sallow face was slightly flushed and his shyness noticeably diminished.


‘Here is port and madeira,’ Lord Edward said as a Negro servant placed a tray with bottles and glasses on the table. ‘It is a verdelho madeira and to my mind more suited to this climate than port. I hold with Seneca – our chief bane is to follow fashion rather than reason.’ Both his guests preferring the madeira, he filled the glasses. ‘Perhaps, Fitton, you would propose a suitable toast for us?’


‘Certainly, sir,’ Mr Fitton said promptly. ‘Let us drink to HMS Diamond Rock.’


Maurice shot a quick glance at him, the Governor a puzzled one. They drank the toast and Lord Edward turned to Mr Fitton.


‘I must beg you for an explanation, Fitton,’ he said deprecatingly.  ‘I am a comparative newcomer to these parts, as you know, I have heard of a Rocher du Diamant but not of any vessel named after it. The Diamond Rock is off the Martinique coast, is it not?’


‘A mile off the south coast, sir – a crag six hundred feet high and sheer-sided. And the Rock is the ship. It was rated His Majesty’s sloop-of-war Diamond Rock by Commodore Hood and still retains that rating.’ Mr Fitton looked at Maurice. ‘You commanded her, sir – she mounted two eighteen-pounders, I think?’


‘And a twenty-four pounder,’ Maurice said diffidently. ‘That was in what we called Hood’s Battery, at the base of the Rock.’


‘And the others were mounted on the summit? Their range of fire must have been—’


‘Wait, wait, wait!’ The Governor slapped the table forcibly on each word. ‘There is a story here and I lack the preface. Captain Maurice, I beg – nay, I demand – to hear it from the beginning.’


The frigate captain hesitated for some seconds in obvious reluctance. Then he lifted his glass, which Lord Edward had refilled, set it down empty, and plunged into his tale without further preliminary.


‘Commodore Hood in Centaur was blockading the southern approaches to Fort de France. I was first lieutenant to Captain Maxwell. We found that many vessels carrying supplies were eluding us by passing through the mile-wide strait between Diamond Rock and the coast – the Fours Passage. It has a depth of only five fathoms, not enough for a seventy-four. It was decided to land a party on the Rock to command and close that passage.’


‘I’ve seen the north face of the Rock with a glass at three miles distance,’ Mr Fitton put in. ‘It looked completely vertical and I could make out no possible landing-place.’


‘Nor would you be able to,’ Maurice said. ‘The one landing-place is just round the western corner of the Rock, a reef with a gap in it just wide enough to take Centaur’s longboat. And the landward side of the Rock, the hidden side, isn’t vertical, though it’s very steep. Ledges, caves and grottoes, and between the rock ridges slanting green glens full of plants and flowers. We had names for all these places – the Covered Way, the Theatre, North Garden Traverse—’ He checked himself, with an apologetic smile. ‘It was our home for more than a year, you see.’


‘But the guns, Captain Maurice,’ said Lord Edward. ‘An eighteen-pounder, I’ve been told, weighs a ton and a half. How was it possible to get two of them to the crest of the Rock?’


‘I climbed to the summit with a hundred and twenty fathoms of hambro line. Weighted with a belaying-pin it could be cast to reach Centaur at the base of the south face, where she was anchored – there’s a good holding-ground at fifty fathoms for a brace of seventy-fours. After that it was easy to haul up an eight-inch hawser and get a holdfast among the summit rocks. Its other end was secured to Centaur’s mainmast, and a traveller-rope taken to her capstan.’


‘You suspended the guns with a viol-block?’ Mr Fitton, keenly interested, had forgotten that he was addressing a senior officer.


‘Yes. And with two check-ropes—’


Here the conversation between the two sea-officers became highly technical, and Lord Edward, after two minutes of incomprehension, seized an opportunity of interrupting it.


‘How many did your – your crew I suppose I should say – how many did they number, Captain?’


‘Commodore Hood gave me two junior lieutenants and a midshipman as my officers, sir, with a hundred seamen and twenty marines.’


‘And they all had to be fed – and no doubt they would insist on their daily rum-ration.’


Maurice laughed. His diffidence seemed to have gone, aided on its way by the wine, and he was talking freely and at his ease.


‘We were well supplied with rum and the other essentials,’ he said. ‘Centaur paid us a monthly visit and we had a very small sloop, a captured French sloop, with which we could reach Castries when necessary – you’re only thirty-five sea-miles from Diamond Rock here, as you know. Our chief problem was water, for there’s none on the Rock. We solved it by building a water-tank to catch the rain.’


‘The hurricane season, of course, would help you in that.’


‘No hurricanes came near us, sir. But on that coast you get violent offshore squalls from time to time – on occasion it’ll rain and blow for an hour or more – and they were just sufficient to replenish our tank.’


The Governor poured more wine into Maurice’s glass and his own, Mr Fitton declining. ‘And did all this toil and ingenuity prove its worth?’ he asked.


‘I think one may say so,’ Maurice said slowly, sipping his wine. ‘You’ll understand that we were unable to take prizes or accommodate prisoners. West-bound merchant ships passing the Rock were intercepted by the Fort Diamond – our sloop – and ordered to return to their ports of origin, on pain of being blown to pieces by our eighteen-pounders. We treated thirty-one vessels in this way.’


‘But surely the French made some move to dislodge you?’


‘Indeed they did. They manned a battery on Cap de Salines. I took a landing-party ashore by night and blew it up – the Frogs ran for it. Then they sent seven dockyard barges loaded with troops, from Fort de France. We sank three of them and a squall drove the others out into the Atlantic. We never saw them again.’ Maurice paused. ‘But then ill-fortune struck us with a triple blow. The Fort Diamond was captured, a prolonged drought left our water-tank bone-dry, and Missiessy’s fleet entered the Caribbean and lay off Fort de France – seventeen sail of the line and eight frigates. Centaur was lying dismasted in Castries harbour and the other three seventy-fours of the West Indies squadron were a thousand miles away defending Jamaica. We were completely isolated, with not the least hope of relief.’


The room had darkened with the setting of the sun and the deepening shadow seemed reflected in Maurice’s voices as he described the last few days of HMS Diamond Rock.


‘The French sent two seventy-fours and a frigate. They fired broadside after broadside, cruising up and down at long range – three hundred guns against our three. Except for the gun-crews, who kept up continuous fire from the crest, all my men were in cover on the north side and only one man was killed. It was a different matter when they launched a night attack on that north side. Eleven big gunboats mounting nine-pounders in the bows and each carrying twenty grenadiers forced a landing and by morning there were six hundred grenadiers on the Rock and all my men were in defensive positions on its upper ledges.’ He laughed shortly. ‘I call them defensive but they had precious poor defenders. My twenty marines had thirty rounds left between them and there were two charges left for the guns. We had drunk nothing for five days and one man had already died of thirst. I had given orders that each man was to keep his urine and drink it.’


‘Good God!’ said Lord Edward under his breath.


‘All the same, we beat back their first assault. They brought scaling-ladders and it was an affair for cutlasses – cut down the first man up and then throw down the ladder with the rest on it. This was at night, and by daybreak they’d had enough. And we – well, three days without sleep and five without water had left us scarce able to stand, let alone move about on the crags. It was plain enough that the next assault must end us.’


Maurice stopped speaking. In the gathering twilight his thin face looked drawn and grim; clearly he was reliving those last hours on the Rock. Mr Fitton, who had heard the story from Captain Dunn in Jamaica, knew how much was omitted from it in Maurice’s telling: the incessant and unbearable heat, the wounded men dying in delirium, the 51 killed and 310 wounded on the French side compared with 5 British seamen killed. Maurice’s generalship and care of his men had been beyond praise.


‘And so,’ Lord Edward prompted hesitantly, ‘you – ah – you hauled down your colours?’


‘Yes, sir.’ The frigate captain spoke now with a forced lightness. ‘Though not in those terms precisely. In the morning a French officer waved a flag from down at the foot of the north face and shouted to know if we would surrender on terms. I couldn’t shout back, my mouth being as dry as a desert, but my shirt was reasonably white and I took it off and waved it. I think waving that shirt,’ he added more soberly, ‘was the hardest thing I ever did in my life.’


There was a short silence, broken by a long expiration of breath from the Governor.


‘Upon my soul it’s an epic, Captain!’ he said. ‘Yet I saw no mention of it in any London newspaper.’


‘Perhaps, sir, because it was a defeat,’ Maurice said drily.


‘Ah – mala meminisse non oportere is of course the rule with a government at war. But did the French accord you good terms?’


‘Excellent – indeed, I proposed them myself, and to my astonishment they not only agreed but also kept their promises. My crew were sent to Barbados at the expense of the French government, there to await exchange. My own brief sojourn as a prisoner in Fort de France was made pleasant by the Captain-General there.’


The Governor raised his brows. ‘You surprise me, Captain. I hear from more sources than one that the Captain-General at Fort de France is a – a blackguard of the worst kind, a pervert on the lines of that French fellow we’ve heard about who calls himself the Marquis de Sade. His name is Jougne, I believe.’


‘This was before his time, sir. Villaret-Joyeuse was Captain-General when I was there, a most gentlemanly officer. But for his French lingo you’d almost have taken him for an Englishman.’


As Mr Fitton enjoyed an inward chuckle at this remark, the major-domo came in to set a branch of candles on the table. Lord Edward stopped him.


‘Light us to the drawing-room, Pompey,’ he said, rising. ‘Her ladyship must be awaiting us with some impatience. And after the latter part of your story, Maurice, a cup of tea – several cups of tea – is my earnest desire.’


Maurice’s stumbling apologies for their prolonged absence and Lady Somerville’s laughing corrections of his halting French occupied much of the tea-drinking session. Mr Fitton, learning that the frigate captain was an overnight guest, excused himself as soon as politeness allowed, on the score of his early putting-to-sea tomorrow. He made his adieus, declined the Governor’s offer of a carriage to take him down to the port, and set forth to return on foot.


The moonless night was brilliant with stars and the air fragrant with the scene of flowers and spices. Down below on his right, when he reached the falling lane, the lights of the harbour lay in irregular galaxy and he could make out Gipsy’s anchor-light. His thoughts as he swung briskly down the lane were of HMS Diamond Rock and Maurice’s heroic defence of her; but he had no inkling that what he had heard was to be of vital importance to him in the near future.
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