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1 Colonel Tate
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Michael Fitton knew that he was about to die. In boarding the French corvette, cutlass in hand, he had stumbled and fallen on hands and knees. The steel point of a boarding-pike was a foot from his throat and the unshaven face of the Frenchman behind it wore a savage grin of triumph.


After that flash of realization it seemed to Mr Fitton that time stood still and the uproar of shots and yells around him ceased. He felt a surge of emotion; not fear but an angry disgust that he should have to die in the moment of victory. The corvette, outgunned and outnumbered, was bound to strike.


There was a shout and a clatter and the din of the fight was in his ears again. The boarding-pike had fallen to the deck and so had the Frenchman behind it, his head split open by a cutlass slash. Mr Fitton felt himself seized by the collar of his coat and jerked to his feet. He saw the man who had saved him rush on with his reddened cutlass raised and plunge into the mob of struggling men at the foot of the corvette’s mainmast, a big man with a mop of tow-coloured hair. So it was to Tom Evans, one of Iris’s four leading seamen, that he owed his life. He tightened his grip of the cutlass-hilt and sprang forward to take his place with the frigate’s fighting-men, stepping over two blood-draggled bodies as he went.


But he was too late. Overborne by the impetus and numbers of the frigate’s boarding-party, the French seamen were penned against the corvette’s lee rail, and their leader, a small man with an epaulette on his left shoulder, was shrieking that they surrendered. The voice of Collins, Iris’s first lieutenant, thundered above the tumult.


‘Lay off! Lay off, there! Get back, damn you!’


Frenchmen and Englishmen drew apart, the distortions wrought by hand-to-hand conflict fading from their faces. Three men lay in their blood on the open space of deck between them, and a broad-shouldered seaman with a thatch of greying hair was kneeling beside one of the bodies.


‘’Nother ’arf-minute and ’e’d bin standin’ ’ere with us, pore sod,’ said a man beside Mr Fitton.


‘Ran straight on some bugger’s sword,’ said another. ‘I seed him.’


The grey-haired man stood up and came to join his messmates, his weather-beaten face grimly set. It was Sam Evans, Tom’s elder brother and also a leading seaman.


‘Dead,’ he said briefly.


To Mr Fitton the grey January afternoon seemed to darken, and the thin drizzle that blew across the slow Atlantic waves chilled his cheek. He was punctilious in paying his debts, and here was a debt he could never repay.


‘Mr Fraser!’ Collins was shouting. ‘See to it that every Frog’s disarmed. Weapons aft here. Reeves, take six hands and get our dead and wounded aboard Iris. Larboard watch, secure all guns –’


Mr Fitton, who was a master’s mate and not one of the larboard watch, stuck his unused cutlass in his belt and looked around him in the fading light. The frigate lay alongside her beaten opponent, her side considerably higher than the corvette’s rail and her reefed topsails flapping wetly in the light wind. A ragged hole in the foretopsail was the only visible sign of the running fight that had preceded the corvette’s capture, but he knew that Iris’s hull had been hit more than once, on her waterline or near it. As that thought crossed his mind a rhythmic clank-clank-clank began to sound from the frigate; already Captain Newnham had started her pumps.


‘Hoist away!’


The Union flag soared up to the corvette’s masthead, taking the place of the French colours which had just been hauled down. Collins, red-faced and bull-necked, doffed his cocked hat as it rose and then swung round to survey the busy deck. A rank of marines, their red jackets blotched with wet and their muskets at the ready, held the packed mass of French seamen up for’ard, and their lieutenant was running aft.


‘Get ’em under hatches, Mr Collins?’


‘No. Send your sergeant and four men below to search the messdecks for skulkers first.’ The first lieutenant’s glance swept round. ‘Here, you – Mr Fitton! Dreaming of your bloody earldom? Take two hands and search the after cabins, and look lively!’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


‘Craigie, Evans, you’ll go with him.’


Mr Fitton walked briskly to the companion-hatch with the two seamen at his heels. He felt no resentment at the gibe. Collins had somehow discovered that he was the last – and penniless – scion of the Fittons of Gawsworth, a family older than Magna Carta, and he lost no opportunity of derisive reminder.


It was dark on the steep ladder of steps. Halfway down Mr Fitton paused to speak over his shoulder.


‘I’m sorry about your brother, Evans.’


‘Aye, sir.’ Sam Evans’s deep voice was steady. ‘Died doin’ his duty, though. Tis a good way out.’


The darkening afternoon could not light the alleyway at the foot of the steps but a lantern glimmered on the bulkhead by the open door of the arms store, left there no doubt when weapons had been served out to repel boarders. Mr Fitton lifted it from its hook and they proceeded with their search, while the corvette’s wooden hull echoed with the shouts and banging of the marines going through the messdecks for’ard. Since she had no raised quarterdeck the corvette’s after cabins were all below deck level, officers’ quarters on either side of the alleyway and captain’s right aft amidships. They had searched the alleyway cabins and found all of them empty when Craigie spoke suddenly.


‘There’s noises, sir – larboard side aft.’


Mr Fitton, who had been casting his lantern light into the empty midships cabin, stood still and listened. A voice, throaty and slow-spoken, came to his ear from the small cabin to larboard of the captain’s.


‘That’s an English voice or I’m a nigger. In here, friends!’


He pushed open the cabin door and went in, his lantern held high. A man was sitting with his legs up on the bunk under the low deckhead, a lean elderly man in brown coat and breeches and white stockings. His ankles were lashed together with cord and his long thin fingers were writhing in an attempt to throw off the loosened coils of line that had bound his wrists. He succeeded, with a ‘Hah!’ of triumph, as they came in.


‘If I’d gotten my hands free ten minutes ago,’ he remarked coolly, ‘I’d not have to ask what’s eventuated, sir.’ He pronounced the last word suh. ‘I reckon this vessel’s been chased and captured by a British ship. Is that so?’


The lantern light accentuated the furrows of a bony face whose skin had a yellowish tinge. A big beaky nose jutted above an inordinately long chin, and the pale eyes, that flickered restlessly from one to another of the three who stood regarding him, were very bright for a man whose lank hair was almost white.


‘First, if you please, your name and how you come to be here,’ Mr Fitton said evenly.


‘My name, sir, is Tate, Colonel William Tate, lately of the fourth Regiment, South Carolina Line.’ The drawling voice held a hint of bombast. ‘And I have the pleasure of addressing –’


‘Fitton, master’s mate in His Majesty’s frigate Iris, sir. Evans, cast off those lashings from his feet. How comes it, colonel, that a citizen of the United States is held prisoner aboard a French corvette?’


‘Thankee, friend.’ Colonel Tate swung his freed legs off the bunk and bent to massage his ankles. ‘Prisoner is correct, sir. I have been hog-tied here for better than an hour, and I declare I am considerable used up. As to how I come –’ He straightened himself with a jerk, ‘What the Eternal is that?’


A sudden reverberant thunder, punctuated by shouted orders, was shaking the cabin bulkheads.


‘That’s our prisoners being sent down to the forehold,’ Mr Fitton said. ‘Nigh on two hundred of them. Legitimate prisoners of war,’ he added without alteration of tone.


Colonel Tate darted an amused glance at him. ‘Aiming to say I was tied up here illegally? Not so, sir, not so. My nation may be neutral in this conflict but there are such things as soldiers of fortune, sir, and I take leave to call myself one of them. I was on my way to offer my services to your Government when my purpose was discovered and I was taken.’


‘But that doesn’t explain –’


Mr Fitton was checked by a solemnly uplifted hand. With his deeply lined face and long white hair the colonel looked like a Hebrew prophet pronouncing a blessing.


‘Excuse me, Mr – Fitton, was it? – excuse me if I draw your attention to my rank and to yours. A colonel, I opinionate, may be required to explain himself to no one below the naval rank of captain.’ He cocked his head on one side. ‘Am I correct, sir?’


‘You are correct, sir.’ Mr Fitton echoed gravely. ‘I offer my apologies. You shall be presented to Captain Newnham at the first opportunity. You have some baggage?’


Colonel Tate stood up, stooping under the low deckhead. Despite the stoop it was evident that he was at least as tall as Sam Evans, who topped six feet, though Evans had nearly twice his breadth.


‘I travel light, Mr Fitton,’ he said. ‘My valise is in the corner yonder, and hat and cloak is all I have else.’


He took a heavy black cloak and a black three-cornered hat from a hook on the bulkhead as he spoke, and draped the cloak on his narrow shoulders.


‘Bring that valise, Craigie,’ said Mr Fitton. ‘Please to follow me, sir.’


He could hear Collins bellowing his name as they climbed the companion-ladder. On deck parties of seamen were working furiously to get Iris’s prize ready for sailing, and there was not a Frenchman to be seen.


‘By God you took your time, Mr Fitton!’ Collins rasped as they approached. ‘Let’s have your report.’ His eye fell on Colonel Tate. ‘Who the devil’s this?’


‘Aye aye, sir,’ said Mr Fitton briskly. ‘All after cabins searched, one person found – this gentleman. He was tied up, a prisoner. He says he is Colonel William Tate, United States citizen, and requests to see the captain.’


‘He does, does he?’ The first lieutenant glared uncertainly at the colonel and apparently decided on politeness. ‘You’ll pardon me, sir, but I’ve my hands full at present. This vessel has to be got under way at once – captain’s orders.’ He turned and shouted. ‘Mr Fitzroy!’


A diminutive midshipman detached himself from one of the working-parties and came running aft. Collins pointed to the colonel.


‘Take Colonel Tate on board Iris, Mr Fitzroy, and report to Captain Newnham. And look sharp!’ he added explosively. ‘What are you waiting for?’


‘If you p-please, sir,’ piped the midshipman nervously, ‘number four gun’s off its carriage and we can’t get it back.’


Collins swung round on Mr Fitton. ‘Take your men for’ard and lend a hand with that gun.’


By the time the colonel and his youthful escort had climbed aboard the frigate, Sam Evans’s phenomenal strength had turned the scale and the 12-pounder was back on its carriage.


‘By’r leave, sir,’ Sam muttered as they turned away together. ‘Seemed to me you was a mite doubtful consarnin’ this Colonel Tate.’


‘Well?’


‘Well, sir – them lashin’s on his ankles. No seaman, French or English, tied the knots. A pair o’ grannies, an’ loose at that.’


Mr Fitton said nothing. But he had noted that the door of Colonel Tate’s cabin was unlocked, and that the key was in the lock on the inside of the door. There were, he reflected, one or two things that were a little odd about Colonel William Tate.
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HMS Iris was a 32-gun frigate, one of the earliest of a class the Admiralty had ceased building long before the war with France had begun four years ago. Though a fast sailer she was nearly due for the ship-breaker’s yard, which (Mr Fitton had concluded) was why she had been assigned to the winter blockade of Brest. Their Lordships were not going to subject their newest ships to the wear and tear of ceaseless patrol off the mouth of the Iroise in December and January. So for more than two months of stormy weather Iris, with two other elderly frigates, had been beating to and fro across the wind-tossed waters south of Ushant, keeping watch over the French fleet, 22 ships of the line, that lay in the Rade de Brest. Admiral Colpoys and his squadron of battleships lay eight leagues out in the Atlantic, awaiting the frigates’ report if the French should sail.


In Mr Fitton’s considered but unexpressed opinion, eight leagues was much too great a distance for a successful interception, and in the event he was proved right. Repeated easterly gales drove patrols and squadron far out beyond their stations, and four days before Christmas a French fleet sailed from Brest without opposition, 17 ships of the line with transports carrying 15,000 troops. This expedition was bound for Ireland and a subsequent invasion of England across St George’s Channel, which could hardly have failed to succeed against the few hundred half-trained militia in Wales and the west of England. Only the weather defeated them. Fierce east winds laden with sleet and snow drove them out of Bantry Bay without disembarking their troops and they returned to France, losing three ships on the way.


The first news Iris’s crew heard of this near-disaster came from Pomona, the frigate sent out from Portsmouth to relieve them towards the end of January. Relief was certainly due. Iris’s canvas was threadbare, her much-spliced rigging was chafed in a score of places, and her ancient timbers were creaking like an old man’s bones. As for her men, they were sick of the ceaseless pounding through stormy seas with nothing to show for it – no action with the enemy – no taking of prizes – and there was universal satisfaction on board when the frigate, having made 2 leagues of westing to clear Ushant, turned her bows north-north-east to begin the 250-mile voyage to Portsmouth. Mr Fitton, though his square brown face as usual showed no emotion, was happier than he had been for many weeks past.


He had joined Iris, obedient to orders, in February of 1796, and he had never liked her. For fifteen years, nearly half his life, ships had been home to Mr Fitton; he had no other. But he could not succeed in feeling at home in Iris. Her captain, Newnham, was a brash youngster of twenty-two who (it was rumoured) had gained his position by influence, and he was no seaman. Collins, first lieutenant, was a good seaman beyond doubt, but from the first he had vented an inexplicable dislike of the new master’s mate in stinging sarcasms. The crew was the usual mixture of man-o’-war’s men like Tom and Sam Evans and pressed landsmen from Portsmouth; and the warrant-officers with whom Mr Fitton messed had no special defects; yet the ease of familiar company and surroundings had never settled upon him in Iris. He had not allowed this unease to weigh heavily upon him, however. Mr Fitton was a disciple of the Stoic philosopher Epictetus, who had said ‘Fortify yourself with contentment, for contentment is an impregnable fortress’. He had tried, not ineffectually, to be contented; but he was glad to be heading for Portsmouth. It was next to certain that Iris would be sent into dock for refit, in which case he would be transferred to another ship.


They had been three leagues north of Ushant, in milder weather with a moderate sea, when Iris had sighted the French corvette and Captain Newnham had ordered the chase that had ended in her capture. Mr Fitton had his own opinion about that brief action. Iris, the faster vessel, carried 18-pounder long guns with an effective range of nearly a mile; the corvette’s broadside consisted of shorter-range 12-pounder carronades capable of inflicting heavy damage at close quarters. In Newnham’s place, Mr Fitton would have kept beyond the Frenchman’s range and used his 18-pounders until she was dismasted and forced to strike. Instead, Newnham had chosen to close and board, thereby exposing his ship for a few vital minutes to that smashing broadside. There had been few casualties; Tom Evans was the only British seaman to be killed, while the French had lost four men including their captain. But the frigate had been seriously damaged. As she resumed her northerly course with her prize, the corvette Garonne, following astern, her pumps were hard at work expelling the water that spurted in through her shattered side. Their metallic thudding sounded loudly in the wooden box of a cabin to which Mr Fitton descended at the end of his watch-on-deck.


Of the four men with whom he shared the warrant officers’ mess, two – boatswain and carpenter – were absent on deck. The other two were sitting at the little table talking by the light of the oil-lamp in its gimbals on the bulkhead. Mr Judd the gunner sat frowning and rubbing his bristly chin, while Mr Lecky, captain’s secretary, did most of the talking. Lecky glanced up briefly as Mr Fitton hung his wet oilskin on its hook and seated himself, but his voice flowed on uninterruptedly. He was a thin-faced little man, prematurely bald, and he loved the sound of that voice. It was being kept very low just now; in recounting what had passed in the captain’s cabin half an hour ago he was contravening naval regulations.


‘I’m telling you what he told the captain, Mr Judd,’ he was saying. ‘It’s not for me to adjudicate whether it’s true or false. Posing as an inquiring American wishful to see the new Republic, he was. His real aim was to get to England with the information he’d collected. Letters of introduction he’s got, from nobs in the United States government – he showed ’em to the captain.’


‘Intaduction to the Frogs?’ Judd growled.


‘No, no – to our nobs in London.’


‘This Colonel Tate’s a spy, then?’


‘Your guess is as good as mine, Mr Judd. I’m just telling you what he said while I was sitting by taking notes for the captain. He said he reckons the French got wind of his real intentions while he was in Brest, because this smuggling brig he’d arranged to board at Roscoff hadn’t made more than a few leagues when up comes this corvette –’


‘What time o’ day was this?’ the gunner demanded.


‘Why, this very morning, just before noon.’


‘An’ the brig was to take him to England?’


‘’Course she was. Why?’


Judd shook his head. ‘She couldn’t ha’ been on course for England, Mr Lecky. By what you’ve just said, this Colonel Tate was a hundred mile east of us at noon an’ we sighted the corvette – him in it, d’ye see – at six bells arternoon watch. No man could travel a hundred mile in three hours, brig or corvette.’


Mr Fitton, who had been listening with interest, joined the conversation. ‘The brig could have been blown off course. The easterly was blowing hard until noon.’


‘She was blown a bloody long way, then,’ Judd said.


‘Be that as it may,’ Lecky said impatiently, ‘an officer and two hands from the corvette came aboard the brig and took Colonel Tate off – they let the brig go. He was put in a cabin with a guard on the door. Later on a seaman came in and tied him up – he thinks that must have been when Iris was sighted.’


‘What did Captain Newnham say to all this?’ asked Mr Fitton curiously.


‘Welcomed him with open arms,’ said Lecky. ‘He’s to have Mr Fraser’s cabin and dine with the captain. When we reach Portsmouth he’s to be put in the way of getting to London quick as possible. That’ll be post-chaise –’


He stopped as a mess-boy came in with a steaming covered dish. The gunner sniffed at it disgustedly.


‘Same old dead horse,’ he growled. ‘Juicy steak runnin’ with gravy – that’s my mark when we get to Portsmouth.’


But Mr Judd was not to eat his juicy steak at Portsmouth. At two bells of the first watch Iris and her prize altered course to northward, and everyone on board knew they were heading for Plymouth.


This change of destination did not surprise Mr Fitton. With the coming of the milder rainy weather the wind had backed and was now blowing a fresh breeze from the south-east; on a course for Portsmouth Iris would be continuously heeled to larboard, the leaks on her waterline below the level of the waves. Not only the lesser heel on a northerly course but also the shorter distance would have influenced Captain Newnham’s decision – no doubt he had been advised by his first lieutenant. They would hardly reach the home port in less than two days’ sailing, whereas if the wind held they could be in Plymouth Sound before nightfall of next day. Mr Fitton was looking forward to seeing Plymouth, for none of the ships in which he had served had put in there. The dockyard, he had heard, had recently been enlarged, though it was far from being a great naval base like Portsmouth. Would he get the chance of a run ashore, he wondered? Or would he be drafted straight away to another ship? Two hundred and thirty men beside himself were wondering the same.


The wind held steady over the frigate’s starboard quarter, and when Mr Fitton came up to take over the deck for the middle watch it had stopped raining. His rating of master’s mate entitled him to act as officer of the watch if need arose, and since Mr Fraser the second lieutenant had been put in charge of the prize he had been ordered to take his place. Except for the duty midshipman, a huddled figure in the corner by the taffrail, he had the quarterdeck to himself. There was no moon behind the low clouds and the mizenmast with its four dark sails towered into obscurity overhead. Below him, at the foot of the quarterdeck ladder, a faint radiance from the windows of the captain’s cabin, where a marine sentry stood guard, fell on the deck planking. Just for’ard of it was the only other light, the glow from the binnacle lamp under the eye of the helmsman. From for’ard, just audible above the sounds of wind and wave, came the buzz of low-voiced talk among the men of the duty watch. Mr Fitton was as nearly solitary as a man can be in a crowded warship. He began to pace up and down the weather side of the quarterdeck.


His thoughts reverted to that conversation in the warrant officers’ mess two hours ago. The point Judd had made was a good one and it matched the other oddnesses he had noticed about Colonel Tate, small things that didn’t quite fit in with the story he told. These small matters would fit neatly enough into another story. Suppose the Garonne to have sailed from Brest – a vessel of her size could easily slip out through the Raz de Sein – with the purpose of landing Colonel Tate secretly on the English coast, Tate being an agent in French pay. Suppose Tate, perceiving that the corvette was about to be taken by an English frigate, to have tied himself up in his cabin to give colour to the tale he had quickly concocted. All the inconsistencies – the unlikely place where he had been taken off the ‘smuggling brig’, the unlocked cabin door, the unseamanlike knots, the fact that his valise and his letters of introduction had not been taken from him – all these vanished in this different version of Tate’s activities. As for the letters of introduction, such things could be forged, or so Mr Fitton had heard.


He turned at the rail in his pacing and as he did so the double clang of two bells, an hour after midnight, sounded from the deck below. That smuggling brig, now. Garonne’s captain would have known the truth about that, but he was dead; and the other officers of the corvette had refused to give any information beyond their names and ranks, according to the rules of naval warfare. Her crew would know, though. At Plymouth, perhaps he might make an opportunity of questioning –


Mr Fitton pulled himself up short. What was he about? Captain Newnham had accepted Tate, had seen his credentials, was responsible for the American’s bona fides. The suspicions (for they were no more) of a master’s mate were of no account in the matter, and in any case they could all be explained away: the brig blown off course, the knots tied hastily in the heat of a running fight, the door left unlocked when the sentry rushed on deck to repel the boarders. It was none of his business, and he might as well forget about it.


A burst of laughter came to his ears from for’ard, followed instantly by a stern command that silenced it. That was Sam Evans’s voice; there was never any trouble with the duty watch when Leading Seaman Evans was in charge of it. It had been decided, he remembered, that Sam’s brother Tom should be buried at sea, at the end of the forenoon watch. Mr Fitton halted in his pacing and stood staring into the blackness astern, where the spreading pallor of the frigate’s wake vanished towards the invisible corvette. He was considering his debt.


In the long months of battling with the winter storms off the Iroise he had become aware that Iris had two outstanding seamen amongst her hard-worked crew. The brothers Evans, he had discovered, hailed from a small fishing port on the coast of Pembrokeshire, where they had learned the way of ships and the sea almost as soon as they could walk. Sometimes they spoke to each other in Welsh, but long service on the lower deck had robbed their English speech of its Welsh accent, though in moments of stress they would rip out what was presumably a Welsh oath. Tom, the younger brother, was a big man, but Sam was a bigger man still and cooler in emergencies. Unusually for a British seaman, he was a fine swimmer. Mr Fitton had seen him save the life of a hand who had gone overboard in a rough sea off the Pointe du Raz, plunging from the rail without a second’s hesitation and supporting the man amid the tossing wave-caps while the frigate brought-to and lowered a boat. He had admired and liked both men. And now Tom was dead and he owed Tom his life.


He turned abruptly to go for’ard, stopping as he remembered that he should not leave the quarterdeck unnecessarily and there was a duty midshipman to carry messages.


‘Mr Snape, go for’ard, if you please, and pass the order for Evans to come aft.’


‘Aye aye,’ responded the midshipman, detaching himself from his corner.


Mr Fitton noted the omission of the sir, to which he was entitled, without rancour. Despite the added step of his master’s mate rating he was, he knew, really no more than a senior midshipman; and he knew also that the coveted lieutenant’s commission, though denied to him by a series of ill chances, was also delayed by sundry independent actions of his own which had displeased his senior officers. His present duties made him in effect an acting lieutenant, but there was no likelihood of that rank being confirmed in Iris.


‘Sir,’ said the big man who had come up the ladder to stand before him.


‘A word with you, Evans.’ Mr Fitton drew him to the weather-rail, out of earshot of Snape who had retired to his corner. ‘You may not know it, but your brother saved my life aboard the corvette. There was a pike at my breast when he cut the Frenchman down and got me on my feet.’


‘I’m glad o’ that, sir. Tom was ever quick with his blow.’


‘I’d like to show my gratitude in some way. Is there anything I can do? See your parents, for instance, if I get leave. Your home’s at – what was the name of the place?’


‘Fishguard, sir. But I’ve no home there now, and Mam and Dad have been dead these six years. Thankee, all the same.’


‘No relations?’ Mr Fitton persisted.


Sam hesitated. ‘There’s Uncle Evan at Letterston, which is four mile south out o’ Fishguard, but me an’ Tom’s not seen him since we was lads.’


‘Well, bear in mind what I’ve said. You’ll understand, Evans – I can’t repay a debt like that but I’d feel more comfortable if there was something – anything – I could do.’


‘I understand, sir. And I’ll bear it in mind.’


From the darkness for’ard came a flap and a clatter.


‘Lee mainsheet’s slack,’ said Mr Fitton. ‘Take a turn on it.’


‘Aye aye, sir,’ said Evans, and disappeared down the quarterdeck ladder.


Mr Fitton resumed his pacing. The tilted deck under his feet suddenly began to vibrate with the monotonous clanking of the pumps. They hadn’t been worked for more than an hour so Iris was not taking in a hazardous amount of water. Under plain sail she was making six or seven knots, so she was likely to reach Plymouth well before sunset – Plymouth, where he might find himself transferred to another ship or put ashore to await draft in a naval barracks. He was able to view either prospect with equability. ‘Require not things to happen as you wish, but wish them to happen as they do happen, and you will go on well.’ Epictetus was a sound guide for any sea officer. 
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‘We therefore commit his body to the deep,’ Captain Newnham mumbled, and closed his book.


The men holding the grating on the lee rail tilted it sharply, and the shot-weighted hammock slid overboard into the waves racing alongside. The captain turned away, recollected himself, and paused to raise his cocked hat briefly, and then made for his cabin. The first lieutenant’s bellow dismissed the assembled hands. Tom Evans’s body had returned to the element that had nursed him and found him work since he was a boy.


Mr Fitton dodged through the dispersing seamen and found a comparatively retired spot at the rail by the break of the poop. It was his watch below but he could stay on deck if he wanted to, and in the astonishingly mild weather of this winter day, with a pale sun appearing now and then behind the racing clouds, the deck was no longer the icy purgatory it had been a week ago. The wind had backed still farther and freshened, raising a choppy sea and driving Iris through it faster. One of his duties as master’s mate was to supervise the hourly heaving of the log, and last time this had been done she was making eight knots. Her increased speed and the heavier sea meant more strain on her weakened side, and the pumps had not been stopped during Tom Evans’s brief funeral; but the working-parties who manned them wrought with a will, because they knew she would raise the English coast sooner than had been expected.


‘A moving ceremony, my friend.’


Mr Fitton, turning, was not best pleased to find Colonel Tate at his side. He had been aware of the colonel moving about the deck during the morning, chatting with the hands and apparently making himself generally agreeable, but had so far had no speech with him.


‘Short,’ Tate continued sententiously, ‘but so is life itself, sir. And moving. I declare I shed a tear.’


With his black three-cornered hat set squarely on his grey-white hair, which was long enough to droop on the shoulders of his brown coat, he looked like a somewhat attenuated Quaker.


‘I trust you’ve been comfortable aboard Iris, sir,’ said Mr Fitton as politeness demanded.


‘Remarkably so, sir, thankee. Captain Newnham has been most kind. If I didn’t know you’re all mighty anxious to get home I’d wish the voyage to be longer.’


Colonel Tate fell silent, and Mr Fitton felt obliged to keep the conversation going.


‘It’s not a great distance from France to England,’ he said lamely.


The colonel turned the gaze of his large pale eyes upon him. ‘That is so, sir,’ he nodded. ‘Some twenty miles at the north end of your Channel, as I believe. And that fact I find remarkable.’


‘In what respect, may I ask?’


‘Why, that two nations who’ve been at war for four years should still be kept apart by a strip of water no wider than Delaware Bay.’


‘The Channel is our chief defence,’ explained Mr Fitton patiently. ‘While the Fleet commands it the French can’t cross.’


‘So I am aware, my friend, so I am aware. But the Channel can be crossed from north to south as well as from south to north.’


‘You believe, then, that we should invade France? But our army is insufficient even for the defence of our overseas possessions. We couldn’t hope to effect anything against the French by an invasion. If the Austrians were to make any progress –’


‘Pardon me, sir, but the Austrians won’t make a mite of progress against General Carnot. Their tactics are outmoded. So, if you’ll give me leave to say so, are those of the British Army. But I’m not disputing your opinion concerning an invasion.’


Colonel Tate leaned an elbow on the rail and visibly unlimbered his bony jaw. It was evident that he was about to launch himself on a favourite subject.


‘The military science, sir,’ he began ponderously, ‘is one I have studied considerably for a good many years. I’ve been a soldier of fortune. I’ve fought against Redskins and Dagoes. I’ve fought against Hessians and British. I was at Brandywine with Washington and I’ve served under General Arnold – a fine tactician, sir. I recall an incident when I was with Arnold at the first Saratoga battle –’


The drawling voice went on, but Mr Fitton ceased to listen. He was not much interested in Colonel Tate’s military career and there were more interesting things on the sea horizon. A long row of moving objects topped the dark bar ahead – the upper sails of a convoy heading down Channel; East Indiamen, probably. For Iris was entering the English sea-lanes, the busy avenues of trade with the Indies and the Americas. Some while ago Mr Collins had hailed the masthead lookout and told him to confine his reports to the sighting of land, for the sails of coasting vessels were coming into view every few minutes. The frigate could not be much more than ten miles from the coast now, he thought.


A word pronounced with emphasis by the colonel penetrated his abstraction.


‘Terror,’ Tate was saying weightily. ‘The deadly weapon, as Benedict Arnold called it. Mighty effective if used as I’ve suggested. You agree, sir?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t follow you, colonel,’ Mr Fitton said apologetically. ‘My attention was distracted by the shipping yonder.’


‘Then I will recapitulate,’ said the colonel, unperturbed.  ‘Observe, sir, the coastline of France. Five hundred – six hundred miles of coastline, sir, as I calculate. A thousand bays and inlets and a fair sprinkling of them available for an enemy landing. Because why? Because the French can’t in nature defend them all with forts and batteries and sentinels, sir. And the British Navy commands the approaches all the way round. Why in tarnation the British Navy hasn’t grasped its opportunity beats me – beats me, sir.’


‘If you mean the opportunity of raiding,’ Mr Fitton said a trifle stiffly, ‘it has been grasped on a good many –’


‘A frigate lands a party and destroys a battery. What’s the effect of that? The French build another battery twice the strength of t’other. It’s no mere landing party, I’m advocating but a small army.’


‘I thought we agreed that an invasion was –’


‘It’s plain you didn’t attend to my exposition, my friend. Mark me, now.’


Colonel Tate faced his companion squarely, his skinny forefinger striking the palm of his other hand to emphasize his points. He spoke with a great deal more animation than Mr Fitton had hitherto heard him use.


‘Firstly, the raid of terror – that’s my name for it – is not aimed at the enemy’s armed forces. It’s aimed at the people, sir, the nation. Strike terror into the heart of the people, show ’em their defences are useless. Do that, and your war’s half won. Secondly, the raid’s not an invasion in the usual sense. A small force – a thousand men, maybe two thousand – is landed secretly, by night. They push inland, killing and burning as they go.’ There was an unpleasant relish in the colonel’s tone as he said this. ‘And they’d find support from the discontented, the rebels against the ruling tyranny. There’s the Breton royalists ready to rise again, sir.’


‘Unless your raiding army had more support than that it would be cut off and eventually destroyed,’ Mr Fitton objected.


‘What of that, sir, what of that? The mischief would have been done. If I was to command such a force my men should be – what’s a word for it? Expendable – that’s it. Men to terrorize the country, men with licence to rape and murder and burn!’ The colonel’s excitement was growing. ‘Redskin warfare! That’s what’s needed for a terror raid!’


‘You’d not bring savages to fight in Europe?’ Mr Fitton could not keep the disgust from his voice. ‘The rules of warfare would surely –’


‘Darn the rules of warfare! You want a victory over the French nation and you’ll get it quickest if you use the deadliest weapons, sir!’


Tate’s voice had risen and lost its drawl, and his long angular face was contorted into a ferocious grin. His pale eyes flickered and blinked, with a strange light in them. Mr Fitton began to think him mad.


‘As for savages,’ the colonel went on rapidly, ‘I’d find ’em here in Europe, ready to hand. The jails, sir, and the condemned cells. There’s the material for my terror expedition. I’d turn ’em loose, dress ’em in red uniforms head-to-foot, and call ’em the Red Devils. Or in black and call ’em the Black Legion. It’ll all add to the terror. By the Eternal, I’d not refuse to lead ’em myself!’


‘May I ask,’ said Mr Fitton curiously, ‘if you propose to submit this plan to some authority in London, colonel?’


The queer light faded from Colonel Tate’s eyes. He cleared his throat noisily and replied, after a pause, in his customary drawl.


‘That’s as maybe, sir, that’s as maybe.’ He frowned suddenly. ‘I’ll thank you to keep the matter of my remarks to yourself.’


Before Mr Fitton could reply, Midshipman Fitzroy appeared at the colonel’s elbow.


‘Captain’s compliments, sir,’ piped Fitzroy, ‘and he’d be obliged if you’d join him in the cabin.’


‘Thankee, sonny,’ said Colonel Tate. ‘I’ll come along.’


Without a further glance at the master’s mate he stalked away across the deck, leaving Mr Fitton considerably puzzled. Tate’s cool manner since he had been discovered in Garonne’s cabin contrasted oddly with the fierce enthusiasm with which he had outlined his fantastic plan for a terror raid. Mr Fitton had read accounts of the widespread sympathy among Americans for Britain’s struggle against the Revolutionary Government in France and had considered these accounts over-optimistic; it was, after all, only fourteen years since the American colonists had won their own war against what they considered a despotic tyranny. He could concede, however, that there might be enthusiasts ready to journey across the Atlantic in order to aid what they had once called their mother country. But Colonel Tate did not strike him as being one of these. The man had called himself a soldier of fortune, and he seemed obsessed with his wildcat scheme for landing an army of jail-birds to terrorize a countryside. It had sounded almost as if he didn’t care what countryside he terrorized. It was comforting to think that if he did indeed reach London and gain the ear of some authority in Whitehall or the Horse Guards his ridiculous plans would be peremptorily declined.


‘Land ho! La-and ho!’


The screech from the masthead drove Colonel Tate and his peculiarities from Mr Fitton’s thoughts. It was followed by an outburst of cheers and talk from the men on deck, quelled instantly by the first lieutenant’s angry roar and a rapid succession of orders. All hands except the men at the pumps were turned-to in the preparations for arrival in port.


Iris, well ahead of her prize, closed the low green shores that rose slowly above a grey sea, and in the late afternoon of a mild winter’s day brought Penlee Point on her larboard beam and entered the Sound. Drake’s Island with the clustered buildings of the port beyond, the higher ground above Plymouth Dock and its raw stonework, a 74 at moorings off Torpoint – Mr Fitton, in charge of successive working-parties below decks, saw nothing of these. By the time he came on deck, to find the frigate moored a cable-length from the Pegasus, 74, Captain Newnham had gone ashore with his passenger.


In the days that followed Mr Fitton gave no thought to Colonel William Tate. He had other things to occupy him, and it was highly improbable that he would ever see the man again. 







OEBPS/9780571310357_cover_epub.jpg
Showell Styles

@
=
-
=

=
3
=
—_—

—
=

=
=
3
=2
=
=)






OEBPS/logo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FABER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





