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A Mission for Gipsy





1


Philosophers have sometimes amused themselves by attempting to trace a sequence of events to its first cause, the thing but for which all the rest would never have happened. The events afterwards known in the West Indies Squadron as Fitton’s Hurricane had their prime source. And when Michael Fitton, lieutenant-in-command of the armed schooner Gipsy, later tried to trace it he concluded that it was a cockroach. Or, more precisely, half a cockroach.


The momentous incident occurred when Gipsy was four days out from Kingston, 250 miles south of that port and heading east-sou’-east with a light quartering wind that scarcely troubled the blue surface of the Caribbean. She was carrying all sail, including square topsail on her foremast and gaff topsail on the main, but even so she was making no more than three knots, and the faint but steady breath of air over her port quarter gave her so little heel that her captain, who was pacing up and down the short space aft that served him as a quarterdeck, could have fancied himself on some boardwalk ashore if it hadn’t been for the gentle lift of her hull underfoot and the rippling hiss of water along her side. Apart from the whisper of the sea the only sounds were an occasional rustle of canvas and the low murmur of voices from for’ard, where the seamen of the duty watch were sitting or standing by the rail. Two men of the duty watch were silent: the lookout in the iron crow’s-nest at the foremast head, for whom the immense circle of the horizon held no sail or landfall, and the man at the wheel, who had little to do beyond keeping an attentive eye on the luff of the mainsail and the compass in its binnacle in front of him. It was, Mr Fitton reflected as he paced, a perfect epitome of peace; yet he was treading the deck of a warship bound on no peaceful mission.


Mr Fitton was a square-built man of middle height and approaching middle age, with a brown face that might have been carved from teak. Despite the hot sun overhead – this was mid-July, the end of the dry season in the West Indies – he wore cocked hat and blue broadcloth coat, with the white trousers that had now superseded the knee-breeches of former years. This was in sharp contrast to Joplin, the helmsman, who was barefooted and attired simply in much-patched cotton trousers rolled up to the knees. Ashore and entering harbour Gipsy’s crew would be neat and uniform in white canvas smocks and trousers; but their captain, though he himself dressed as he would have been required to dress on the quarterdeck of a 74, saw no reason why his men shouldn’t wear whatever they found most comfortable when at sea. Mr Bristow the boatswain and Mr Ramage the gunner, his two warrant-officers, tended to imitate their commanding officer’s adherence to formality in dress; they had come on deck, he noticed as he turned for’ard in his pacing, and both were wearing plain blue coats and the regulation straw hats. They stood together leaning on the lee rail, conversing amicably and adding to the picture of a pleasure-cruise with a fair wind and a calm sea and no reason for hurry.


Mr Fitton’s usually expressionless face wore a frown. He saw no reason for hurry on his present course and was indeed wishing that he was heading in some other direction. But he checked that wish quickly as unworthy of a proper philosopher; he should be appreciating the present, not deprecating the future – enjoying this peaceful interlude while it lasted. Moreover, this was Wednesday and there would be duff for dinner.


Duff and dried peas on Wednesdays was customary in the Royal Navy and Gipsy’s crew, while tolerating the fresh fruit and vegetables available in Kingston, were sticklers for naval custom so duff it had to be. But the duff produced by Pietro, ship’s cook, was perfection in its kind and Mr Fitton could look forward to it. The watch-below would be finishing their midday meal in a few minutes and then his own dinner would be served in his cabin. He was contemplating this prospect with pleasure when the peaceful atmosphere was shattered by a sudden uproar of angry shouting from below decks for’ard.


Mr Fitton halted his pacing instantly and raised his powerful voice in brisk command.


‘Mr Bristow! See to that, if you please.’


The boatswain was half-way down the forehatch before he had finished speaking. A deeper frown creased Mr Fitton’s forehead as he stood waiting, hands behind back. The forty-two men under his command were of various nationalities and ages but there had never, to his knowledge, been a quarrel among them; they were a picked crew and Gipsy was a happy ship. He watched with some concern as Bristow came on deck again with two men and brought them aft. One of the two was Pietro the cook, the other a burly red-headed youngster named Keeves. Keeves was a newcomer to the schooner’s crew, replacing Cooper who had been killed in the raid on Fort-de-France five months ago.


The boatswain halted his charges and touched his hat, his bulging blue eyes expressive of consternation.


‘Sir!’ he began. ‘Far’s I can make out—’


‘Very well, Mr Bristow,’ Mr Fitton cut him short. ‘Stand back, if you please. You too, Mr Ramage,’ he added to the gunner, who had followed them aft uninvited; he turned to the cook. ‘Well, Pietro?’


Pietro, a squat black-whiskered man of uncertain ancestry whose villainous countenance belied his sterling qualities, met his captain’s eyes for an instant and then looked at the deck.


‘He call me dirty bastard,’ he muttered. ‘I not like—’


‘He jumped for me, sir!’ Keeves burst out angrily. ‘And, sir, ’twas a cockroach, sir, a dead un, in among the peas! As near as a touch I ’ad it in me—’


‘That’ll do, Keeves. Was there a cockroach among Keeves’s peas, Pietro?’


The cook’s habitual taciturnity was suddenly banished in a flow of wrathful speech.


‘I do what I can but it is nothing – nothing! My galley, it is a swarming-place of these creatures. Válgarme Dios! I kill them by the hundred, I sweep out, and still they come. Behind my back they creep into my stores. I try to take care, sir, but….’ He checked himself and spoke more quietly. ‘I am sorry for the cockroach in this man’s peas.’


Mr Fitton refrained from remarking that the cockroach had got what it deserved. He spoke briskly and incisively.


‘You know, and I know, that this vessel is infested with cockroaches. A fumigation was laid on at Kingston but we received orders to sail before it could be effected. Now we’ll have to endure them until we’re back in harbour. Keeves, you served a long commission in Agamemnon, I fancy.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Then you’ll have eaten weevils enough to stop you from being fussy about your food. You heard Pietro say he was sorry for the cockroach. You’ve no call to throw hard names at a shipmate who is doing his best as – take my word for it – Pietro is. You’ll apologize to him and you’ll shake hands on it.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Keeves, somewhat sheepishly, turned to the cook, ‘I ‘pologize. It come out afore I could stop it, like.’


The two men shook hands, and at Mr Fitton’s dismissive nod knuckled their foreheads and departed for’ard. The boatswain approached, wagging his grey-fringed bald head deprecatingly.


‘There’s some grumblin’ on the mess-deck, sir,’ he observed. ‘Them creatures is real bad. I turned three on ’em out of my berth this forenoon.’


‘We must grin and bear it, Mr Bristow,’ Mr Fitton said. ‘I’ll hand over the deck to you now, if you please. All sail to the tops’ls, course east-sou’-east.’


‘Aye aye, sir. All sail to tops’ls, course east-sou’-east.’


The companion-ladder leading down to Mr Fitton’s cabin had five steps. As he went down them a large brown cockroach on the third step moved courteously to one side to let him pass. He stopped to look down at it. It was a handsome beast, a good inch long and of a glossy chestnut colour, with six legs and a pair of curling feelers on its brow. It gave a twitch to its feelers as if impatient for him to go on. He could have crushed it with his foot but he didn’t; it was one among the thousands that would perish in the holocaust to come, and he saw no point in exterminating it prematurely. He stepped down and ducked into his cabin.


Before she was bought into the Navy Gipsy had been the pleasure-craft of a wealthy Jamaican planter, and her after accommodation, while not palatial, was spacious for a vessel of her size. Mr Fitton’s day-cabin was the midships one of three, all of which had nearly six feet of headroom, and sunlight from the small skylight let into the deckhead illuminated the chart lying spread on the table. He rolled up the chart, placed it in the rack on the bulkhead, drew up the folding chair and sat down at the table to await his dinner. The trouble on the mess-deck had not impaired his appetite but his reflections as he waited were not happy ones.


Gipsy’s present voyage had begun unluckily and its continuation was not a pleasant prospect to her captain. Though singularly free from rats (a circumstance which Mr Bristow attributed to her teak construction) she had not escaped the cockroach infestation which had begun to manifest itself several weeks ago, and preparations for her fumigation had been in hand with the dockyard at Kingston when she had been ordered to sea on an urgent mission. An American trading brig had reported beating off an attack by three pirate luggers, thought to be from the Nicaraguan coast, and it seemed likely that the pirates were using the Bajo Nuevo cays, 200 miles south-west from Jamaica, as a base; Gipsy’s orders were to victual for three weeks, proceed to Bajo Nuevo and deal with the pirates, and then sail for the southern Caribbean to harass enemy shipping off the Dutch islands of Curaçao and Aruba. With a fair wind, Mr Fitton had reached the Bajo Nuevo cays in a day and a half and found them deserted. He had cruised in their neighbourhood for another two days without sighting a sail. Now he was bound, unwillingly, for the Dutch islands; unwillingly because he had never been able to think of the Dutch as enemies.


For the past dozen years of his life Mr Fitton had been active in the struggle against the increasing power of Bonaparte. To him the French, and to a lesser degree the Spanish, seemed Britain’s natural enemies. Of course the nations ground beneath the Emperor’s heel and forced to swell the ranks of his armies were also enemies; but Napoleon’s Batavian Republic was still Holland for Mr Fitton, and its inhabitants England’s friendly neighbours across the North Sea. The idea of making prize of their merchant vessels and killing Dutchmen in the process was unalterably repugnant to him. And, to his present somewhat dissatisfied mind, the taking of a harmless Dutch trader seemed as much use in the demolishing of Bonaparte’s armies as the crushing of a single cockroach in ridding Gipsy of her myriads.


At this point in his meditations there came the slap-slap of bare feet on the companion-ladder and Ivory Petersen, the Negro seaman who had constituted himself captain’s steward, edged himself and the tray he was carrying into the cabin. Petersen was an inch or two over six feet tall and when he stood back from setting the tray on the table, he had to adopt a markedly hangdog attitude.


‘Dinner, sah,’ he said with a flash of white teeth.


‘Thank you, Petersen.’


‘Pietro, sah, he say sorry dinner late ’cause of dat cockroach.’ Petersen rolled his eyes alarmingly. ‘Sah – dem cockroaches, dey is every place. Dey make families more and more—’


‘Very well, Petersen!’


There was that in his captain’s tone of voice that sent the Negro out of the cabin very quickly indeed. Mr Fitton had spoken sharply because he had heard enough of cockroaches and didn’t wish to be reminded that he would have to endure them for the rest of a three-week cruise. Now he dismissed them firmly from his mind and lifted the tin cover from the platter before him. A neat hemisphere, steaming lightly, confronted him, creamy-white spotted with raisins. Pietro always used raisins in his duff but it owed its delicious flavour to some spice which he kept secret; and he had the secret, too, of making it solid but not soggy. Mr Fitton, his mouth watering slightly, hesitated briefly. In the cupboard below the chart-rack was a bottle of the light Jamaica wine and another of Madeira. A glass of Madeira, he decided, would go down better when he had dealt with the duff. He took up the spoon and began on it.


The first spoonful was delicious as he had expected, firm and tasty with juicy raisins. The second was not quite perfection because one of the raisins seemed dry and tough and needed some chewing. He checked himself on the point of taking a third spoonful. In the wall of the cavity made by his spoon was a small dark lump that was not a raisin. He dug it out. It was half a cockroach.


Mr Fitton’s subsequent movements were made without haste but with a purposeful deliberation. He rose from his chair, took bottle and glass from the cupboard, and drank a full glass of Madeira in one draught. Then he donned his cocked hat and went on deck, acknowledging the boatswain’s salute as he approached him.


‘We’re putting about, Mr Bristow.’ He raised his voice. ‘Hands to the sheets! Stand by to go about! Helm a-port, Joplin. Hard over. Meet her.’


The two long booms with their soaring towers of canvas creaked as they swung across the deck and Gipsy, heeling gracefully, came round to port bringing the breeze on her starboard bow.


‘Course north by east, Joplin.’


‘Course north by east, sir.’


It was almost as close to the wind as she could lie but she could hold it. It was the course for Jamaica.
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It might be thought that in thus deliberately disobeying his orders Mr Fitton had incurred the utmost penalties laid down by the Articles of War; that court-martial, followed by dismissal from the Service or even death, was the inevitable consequence. But there were special circumstances about his orders, and indeed about Gipsy and her commanding officer, that precluded this.


The schooner’s ten long 4-pounders and picked crew of forty-two seamen might seem to make her a small warship, a sixth-rate, but she was in fact rated ship’s tender to HMS Hercule, flagship of the West Indies Squadron, a decrepit 74 that seldom left her moorings in Kingston harbour. Hercule’s officers had formed a consortium or syndicate and subscribed to buy Gipsy; she was to be employed in the disruption of enemy shipping and communications between the French and Spanish and Dutch islands of the Caribbean that was part of the squadron’s duty. It was an employment likely to result in the taking of prizes, the prize-money for which would benefit not only the syndicate but also the flag-captain and the admiral. Captain Dunn of the Hercule had declared that there was nothing in King’s Regulations against such an arrangement, and Rear-Admiral Sir George Byam KB, commander-in-chief in the West Indies, had been happy to concur.


And Gipsy had been successful beyond expectation. She had so far brought in twenty-seven prizes, many of them with very valuable cargoes, and her captain’s success had brought him privileges. He was allowed, for instance, to pick his seamen from among the crew of the flagship, and his demands for the repairs and materials that kept his little ship seaworthy were always promptly met. Such demands were not infrequent, for Gipsy’s activities were not confined to the chase and capture of ill-armed merchantmen. She had fought and sunk three large pirate vessels and accomplished several hazardous missions for which her fast-sailing qualities and resourceful commander peculiarly fitted her. Admiral Byam’s two frigates were fully occupied in escorting the sugar convoys, so that Gipsy, in constant demand, spent most of her time at sea. This suited Mr Fitton very well; for him the sea was home and the shore delights of Kingston had no attraction. But the prospect of hunting pirates or engaging a French warship gave him far more satisfaction than making prize of traders, and he had been disappointed to find no brisk action awaiting him at Bajo Nuevo.


The order to sail for Bajo Nuevo had come from the Admiral himself and Mr Fitton had obeyed it to the best of his ability. The decision as to his further course had originated from Mr Pike, first lieutenant of Hercule and chairman of the six-man ‘syndicate’ which had met in the flagship’s wardroom.


‘You’ll easily mop up those Dago scum,’ Pike had said, ‘and you’ll be well on your way south. May as well carry on for a cruise off the Dutch islands – should be good pickings there.’


Mr Fitton had demurred but he was outvoted by five to one. In turning back from this cruise, therefore, he had disobeyed not an order but a majority decision of his fellow-officers. Pike, indeed, was decidedly his senior; but he counted on the sympathy of Captain Dunn, with whom he was on good terms, to render any official complaint ineffective.


Within an hour of Gipsy’s putting-about the north-east Trades regained their customary steady force and she was bowling along close-hauled at eight knots. Mr Fitton took this as a good omen. He would have denied that he was at all superstitious; but his Stoic philosophy embraced the concept of a Tutelary Genius who – while not controlling a man’s destiny – could signalize approval or disapproval of his decisions, and he took the favouring wind as a sign of approval. Here in the approaches to the chief British naval base in the Caribbean there was little chance of encountering an enemy vessel; but he maintained his lookout at the foremasthead, for there was one French warship that had a strong motive for seeking-out Gipsy where she was most likely to be found. She was the Gloire, a three-masted corvette mounting twenty 12-pounders and commanded by Captain Jean Rolland, whom Mr Fitton had met under somewhat trying circumstances.


It was only five months ago that Gipsy, disabled by the guns of Fort-de-France on Martinique, had been taken by Gloire. Mr Fitton’s escape and recapture of his own ship had been a piece of daring impudence which Captain Rolland, chivalrous captor though he had shown himself to be, would not soon forgive. He would be thirsting for revenge. This was why Mr Fitton took himself and his telescope to the masthead when the look-out hailed to report a three-master broad on the starboard beam.


It was late in the first dog-watch and the eastern horizon was a clear dark-blue line, with the sails of the ship hull-down below it gilded by the westering sun. Square topsails and a large patch on the fore royal; not the corvette. He was amused to find himself disappointed rather than relieved. He had been ordered, and with good reason, to avoid action with Gloire, a vessel of twice his numbers of guns and men; an order much deprecated by Abner Ramage the gunner. Ramage, who came from New Orleans, had once served as master gunner in Commodore Truxton’s Constellation and could lay a gun with astonishing accuracy, but his oft-propounded theory that Gipsy’s ten long-range 4-pounders could put up a fight against the corvette’s twenty carronades was quite untenable in Mr Fitton’s opinion.


Ramage was waiting for him at the foot of the shrouds when he stepped down to the deck. His sunken eyes looked a question but he knew better than to voice it. It might be thought that the question was unnecessary; but Ramage had long been aware that no news, good or bad, could be learned from his captain’s expressionless face.


‘British merchantman southward bound, Mr Ramage,’ Mr Fitton told him, suppressing a grin. ‘You expected nothing else, I hope?’


‘It mout ha’ been her,’ the gunner muttered.


‘You know our orders, Mr Ramage.’


‘Aye, sir, and I reckon they’re agin reason. Blamed if I kin see why our long fours, havin’ more range and acc’racy—’


‘Yes, Mr Ramage. We’ve had all this before. And you may forget Gloire for the next few days – we have another enemy to deal with.’


‘Sir?’


‘The cockroaches. I’ll thank you to start getting all gunnery stores packed and ready for disembarkation. This vessel will have to be gutted for fumigation when we reach Kingston.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’ The gunner touched his hat, turned, and paused. ‘We was to ’ve exercised the guns, sir, afore we put about.’


‘Very well, Mr Ramage. Four bells of the forenoon watch tomorrow. Gun-drill only, of course.’


‘Gun-drill only, sir – aye aye,’ Ramage said reluctantly.


He departed for’ard and Mr Fitton resumed his pacing and his reflections. He ran little risk, he considered, in virtually disarming Gipsy in these waters, little more than a day’s sailing from Kingston. In the sporadic warfare in the Caribbean, a far-flung offshoot of the great conflict raging in Europe, Britain at present held the master hand; though the West Indies Squadron was much reduced, numbering only three 74s and two frigates, it was stronger than any fleet the enemy could muster. However, no major attack on the enemy islands could be launched because the two regiments based in Kingston were decimated by yellow fever and the obstacles too great. The ports of San Domingo on Spanish Hispaniola and Fort-de-France on Martinique were as strongly defended as Kingston itself, and the disastrous attempt in 1803 to take the Dutch island of Curaçao had never been repeated. The last packet from England had brought news that Sir Arthur Wellesley was making headway against the French armies in Spain and that he was receiving some assistance from Spanish peasants; it also reported that no reinforcements would be reaching the West Indies owing to the demand for men in the Peninsular campaign. Mr Fitton perceived, with resignation, that his own part in the struggle against Napoleon was to continue a very minor one. He turned his thoughts to the immediate future.


With this wind holding, as it should do, Gipsy would arrive off Kingston some time after nightfall tomorrow. The approach to Kingston harbour was by a buoyed channel between reefs, and though he had passed through that channel many scores of times he had no intention of chancing it in the dark – four miles of constant hazard. By entering it a little before sunrise he would have time to pick up his moorings astern of the flagship and report on board immediately upon his arrival, as he was bound to do, at a time when Captain Dunn had finished his breakfast and got rid of his morning irritability.


A seaman, Maguire, came trotting aft to sound four bells on the little ship’s bell below the after rail. Mr Bristow, who had the last dog-watch, came up a moment later and Mr Fitton handed over to him in due form.


‘I’ll have sail reduced at sundown, Mr Bristow,’ he added. ‘One reef in fore and main, down tops’ls and both outer jibs.’


When the boatswain had repeated his order he went down to his cabin. The gunner would take over the deck for the first watch and he himself had the middle watch, so that he was reasonably assured of a good five hours’ sleep. It was dark in the cabin but not so dark that he failed to see the little creatures – half a dozen at least – that scuttled across the deck to hide behind his sea-chest. The last book that had come out to Mr Fitton from England was a collection of Thomas Gray’s poems, and two lines came to his mind:








Alas, regardless of their doom


The little victims play.











That alas, he told himself as he prepared to turn in, could easily be dispensed with.


True to its reputation, the north-east Trade held fair and steady through the night and the succeeding day. There was no hint of the tropical showers that might be expected at the beginning of the rainy season, and at mid-morning the twenty-five seamen who rattled their unloaded guns in and out at Ramage’s orders laid their sights on a horizon as sharp as a bar of steel. A 4-pounder’s crew was five men, so that Gipsy could man only one broadside at a time while leaving enough hands to work the ship, but Mr Fitton saw to it that every man, including Pietro the cook and old Laird the carpenter, knew his place at a gun and took part in the exercise. Gun drill on this morning was an interlude for a crew much occupied with other business. Boatswain’s stores, cook’s stores, gunner’s stores (these needing careful attention) and seamen’s belongings and utensils, all had to be made as ready as possible for disembarkation, by Mr Fitton’s order. He was counting on getting the schooner’s fumigation put in hand without delay. All arrangements for it had been made before Gipsy had sailed for Bajo Nuevo and he hoped that some of them at least were still available.


A sun-sight at noon confirmed his dead-reckoning position, which was farther south than he had expected, and a fortunate sighting of the Pedro Cays on the port horizon assured him beyond doubt that there were only eighty-five sea-miles between him and Kingston. This sighting was made half-way through the first dog-watch. Thus the Blue Mountains of Jamaica were well above the horizon at first light of the next day.


Now, as Gipsy began to draw in towards the island, the sea became increasingly populous with vessels of various size and rig; fishing-craft, coastal luggers, inter-island traders. She had approached to within three miles of the reef-passage when a ship larger than any of these emerged from it, making sail as she gained the open sea. The growing radiance in the east set royals and topgallants aglow as they flashed out on her three masts.


‘Justinian, sir,’ said Bristow, who had come aft to where Mr Fitton was standing beside the helm.


‘Yes, Mr Bristow. Send Wilson aft, if you please.’


Mr Fitton had his glass to his eye as he spoke. Captain Gardinero of the Justinian 74 was an old acquaintance, lately posted from command of the frigate Princess Charlotte, and if he was on deck he would have recognized Gipsy. Wilson, the leading seaman who acted as signalman, came running aft at the boatswain’s shout and threw open the signal locker below the port rail just as a long hoist of flags soared up to the 74’s yardarm. Mr Fitton handed the telescope to Wilson, who began at once to read off the signal.


‘Alphabetical, sir. A – V – E – A –T – Q—’ He stopped and lowered the glass. ‘That’s it I’ll swear, sir, but it don’t mean—’


‘Carry on.’


‘Aye aye, sir. U – E – V – A – L – E, sir.’


‘Very well. Make this.’ Mr Fitton paused for a second. ‘E – T – T– U.’


Justinian was fast drawing away eastward and he decided to omit the ‘BRUTE’.


The four flags rose fluttering to the schooner’s yardarm and a moment later the 74’s hoist came down to be replaced very quickly by a single flag.


‘That’s “acknowledge”, sir,’ said Wilson with some relief.


‘Very well. Down hoist.’


Mr Fitton received back his telescope and used it for a final look at the swiftly receding Justinian, a little smile on his lips as he remembered Gardiner’s fondness for Latin tags. She was heading eastward and he could guess her destination; he had dined aboard her before sailing for Bajo Nuevo and Gardiner had told him he expected to be sent to cruise off the Santo Domingo coast of Hispaniola. The rising sun’s first blinding ray forced him to lower his glass.


‘First marker-buoy, sir,’ said Bristow. ‘Two cable-len’ths a’ead.’


Mr Fitton addressed himself to conning his little ship through the familiar reef-passage. Past the ugly teeth of the rocky islets on either hand, half an hour of careful pilotage; through the neck between Fort Charles on the east and the Apostles Battery on the west; out into the spreading waters of the harbour with the white houses and long sugar-quays of Kingston a mile away on the north shore and the wooded hills rising behind them. The flagship lay solitary at her moorings off the south shore east of Gallows Point, and as Gipsy glided towards her a signal rose to her yardarm to flap imperatively in the morning sunlight. Mr Fitton had no need to consult the signal book. It read ‘Captain to report on board’.
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‘Cockroaches!’ Captain Dunn threw himself back in his chair and glared at his subordinate. ‘You turned back on account of a few beetles! God damn it, Fitton, you surprise me!’


‘By your leave, sir, a few thousand,’ Mr Fitton said firmly. ‘And I had the success or failure of my cruise in mind.’


He was standing stiffly, hat tucked under arm, before the captain’s table in the flagship’s big after-cabin. The morning sunlight flooding in through the stern windows lit Captain Dunn’s large mottled face, whose customary geniality was replaced by a scowl; he had dined last night on board Justinian, and the after-effects of Gardiner’s hospitality were still with him.


‘What d’ye mean – success or failure?’ he growled.


‘You’ll agree, sir – with your long experience – that a great factor in a warship’s success is a happy and contented crew. My men were showing grave signs of discontent and the cockroaches were the cause.’


‘Fiddlesticks! Any seaman worth his salt can put up with a ship’s pests. Why, I’ve served six months’ commission – it was in the old Implacable – when the whole ship was crawling with bloody insects, bugs, flies, earwigs, fleas, cockroaches, beetles – the lot. I tell you, Fitton, I got so used to ’em that the next time I slept ashore I missed ’em.’


‘But you didn’t have to eat them, sir,’ said Mr Fitton, who knew the captain’s fondness for his belly.


‘Well – no, not that I noticed.’ Dunn shot a frowning glance at him. ‘That your trouble?’


Mr Fitton decided not to mention his own half-cockroach. ‘The galley is swarming with them, sir. The cook can’t prevent them from getting into the food. I can’t blame the men from complaining when they find dead cockroaches in their dinner. And besides that there’s the inroads made on the stores, and the excreta getting into—’


‘Yes, yes, yes. You’ve made your point, Fitton.’ The captain sat forward and drew a sheet of paper towards him. ‘You shall have your fumigation.’ He dipped his pen and wrote as he spoke. ‘Convenient time, as it happens. Both frigates at sea, Theseus at St Lucia, Vanguard at St Kitts, Justinian sent on the Santo Domingo blockade.’


‘I saw her as we were coming in, sir.’


‘Yes. The Dons at Santo Domingo won’t be best pleased to see her.’ Dunn paused in his writing. ‘You know what’s happening on Hispaniola, Fitton?’


Mr Fitton knew that the Spanish colony of Santo Domingo, of which San Domingo was the chief port, occupied two-thirds of the big island of Hispaniola, the other third being Haiti, a French colony.


‘I know the blacks on Haiti revolted some years ago under a Negro who called himself Toussaint,’ he said. ‘The revolt was put down when the French sent an expeditionary force.’


‘Well, the blacks have revolted again, that’s the news, and this time their leader’s a bloody-minded madman. It’s lucky there’s a range of mountains between ’em and the Dons next door. All the same, Santo Domingo won’t like having a lot of murdering niggers just across the frontier.’ Dunn scrawled his signature and pushed the paper across the table. ‘There’s my order to the dockyard superintendent, Mr Fitton. I’ll see the first lieutenant about accommodating your crew on board here – there’s plenty of room, God knows, what with Yellow Jack and no drafts reaching us from England.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Mr Fitton hesitated a moment. ‘The first lieutenant will probably question the propriety of Gipsy’s putting-about, since it was at his direction—’


‘I’ll deal with Mr Pike. You’ll berth and mess in Hercule yourself, of course.’ Captain Dunn, his normal good-humour restored, grinned broadly. ‘So far as I know, you’ll not find cockroach on the wardroom’s bill-of-fare. Carry on, Mr Fitton, if you please.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Mr Fitton donned his hat, brought a hand up smartly in salute, and turned on his heel. The marine sentry outside the cabin door clicked to attention as he passed out on to the after-deck, a space that seemed enormous in comparison with Gipsy’s few square yards of planking. Amidships on the port side Lieutenant Ross of the Marines was drilling a squad of scarlet-coated men and along the starboard side a party of seamen were polishing – with no great enthusiasm – the long row of upper-deck guns. Those guns, he knew, hadn’t been fired for the last three months at least, except the saluting cannon in the bows. He thanked his stars that he wasn’t doomed to remain in a ship that never left her moorings.


As he approached the rail Withers, fourth lieutenant and officer of the watch, came across to see him formally over the side.


‘What brought you back so quick?’ Withers demanded in an undertone as they exchanged salutes. ‘Scared of hurricanes?’


‘I found I’d left my wake behind,’ Mr Fitton told him gravely, and clambered quickly down the side to his waiting boat.


‘Dockyard office,’ he said before he was well settled in the sternsheets, ‘and stretch out, Conroy.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


Conroy, at the oars of the cockboat, was as big a man as Ivory Petersen and probably as strong. His muscles sent the boat speeding away from the flagship’s side and out across the harbour waters with an expert stroke that utilized every ounce of effort and raised no showers of spray. The harbour was nearly two miles wide at this point and the long row of dockyard buildings, sheds and warehouses and offices, stood on the north shore a little apart from the easternmost houses of Kingston. The sugar quays, where two three-masted West Indiamen lay alongside, occupied most of the foreshore in front of the town and behind it the swelling green humps of the forested hills were dotted with the white mansions of rich planters and other Jamaica notables, among them the shore residence of Rear-Admiral Sir George Byam.


A few native craft at the quayside shifted hastily aside when Conroy, glancing over his shoulder, shouted at them to make way, and their dark-skinned owners grinned and bobbed as Mr Fitton stepped ashore – a single step only, for there were no tides to speak of in the Caribbean. He crossed the dockyard quay to a small stone building between two large wooden sheds and went in through the open door. Mr Crawshay, who was sitting at a desk just inside the door, rose to greet him.


The dockyard superintendent was very tall and very thin, with a narrow dome of bald head fringed with black hair and a beaky nose from whose tip a drop of water, perpetually renewed, was always pendent. Mr Fitton was well acquainted with his hobby of natural philosophy and knew that the inner room of his office contained a bench crowded with scientific instruments, including a tall glass tube filled with mercury. He extended a limp claw for Captain Dunn’s order and spoke without looking at it.


‘I may assume, I believe, that your schooner requires the postponed fumigation to be put in hand without delay, Mr Fitton. I am presently writing the necessary orders.’ It was typical of Crawshay that he asked no questions about Gipsy’s unexpected return. ‘The arrangements made last week have merely to be repeated,’ he added.


Mr Fitton thanked him. ‘And for the storage….’


‘Your goods, chattels, arms and other matters in number five shed. Your vessel alongside opposite the same. Pardon!’ Mr Crawshay dashed the globule from his nose-tip with a large silk handkerchief, flapped the handkerchief as a man cracks a whip, and replaced it in the bosom of his blue coat. ‘That is four, if I mistake not.’


‘Four, Mr Crawshay?’


‘A matter of personal observation, Mr Fitton. Four drops in two minutes, I have observed, prognosticates a change in the weather, the fair-weather norm being two. And this recalls to me another matter. You will doubtless be anxious to set in motion this fumigation, but I trust you will spare me a few moments.’


‘Certainly,’ returned Mr Fitton; he was indeed anxious to get on board Gipsy but he liked Crawshay.


The superintendent inclined his bald head. ‘I thank you. Here is my matter. As you know, I correspond with the Royal Society on maritime phenomena and have been asked to make research into the nature and causes of hurricanes, that is to say tropical storms with winds in excess of sixty knots. Surprisingly little research has been done on this subject.’ He bent a stern glance on his listener. ‘Hurricanes have been known to British seamen for at least three centuries.’


‘Indeed,’ said Mr Fitton, feeling that it was expected of him.


‘Yes. Compare Shakespeare’s King Lear: “You cataracts and hurricanoes, spout!” Dufay at the Institut has lately advanced several theories and I myself am collecting significant date. For instance – pardon!’ Mr Crawshay repeated his flourish with the handkerchief and resumed. ‘For instance, I find that there are five or six hurricanes each year in the Caribbean, always in the rainy season, and that these rarely strike the islands. The last hurricane to visit Jamaica was in 1786, when there was damage and loss of life here in Kingston. I have questioned ten of the residents who experienced it and of these three maintain that there were two storms, one succeeding the other after an interval of ten or fifteen minutes. The others state firmly that there was only one. Now, Mr Fitton,’ he wagged a bony forefinger, ‘I learn that you were at sea in a hurricane two years ago. Did you experience two storms?’


‘No. And one was quite enough, I assure you.’


‘Oh.’ Mr Crawshay sounded disappointed. ‘But you noted the direction of the wind, perhaps?’


‘I fear I noted little beyond its extreme violence,’ Mr Fitton said deprecatingly. ‘We were fortunate enough to find refuge in a lagoon of the Morant Cays, where high sandbanks gave us a lee. But I remember,’ he added, ‘that our lee was less than perfect because the wind was continually backing while we were there.’


‘Backing!’ cried the superintendent triumphantly. ‘Here at least we have some confirmation of Dufay’s theory – and mine also. Pardon!’ He removed his droplet. ‘Observe, Mr Fitton. Your hurricane travels at a mere twelve knots, in the Caribbean on a straight south-to-north course. But its constituent winds blow at anything from sixty to a hundred knots. In our theory they form a revolving circle with an area of very light winds in the centre, and the circle revolves anti-clockwise. You see? A person in the very centre of the hurricane’s path would experience first the storm-winds of the circle’s front, then the calmer middle section, and lastly the storm of the circle’s rear.’


Mr Fitton nodded. ‘Then the storm-centre missed us when we were in the Morant Cays?’


‘It would appear so. May I ask if you observed the aspect of the weather prior to the onset of the storm?’


‘I remember that the wind was at first very light, with a heavy swell developing.’


‘Just so, just so! And the sun? You noted a halo round it? Of my informants already mentioned four spoke of a halo round the sun, exceptional in its—’


He stopped speaking. A mulatto head crowned with a red bandanna had poked itself in through the doorway.


‘Fire-engine, mister,’ said the head. ‘Where you want him?’


‘Quayside number five shed, Billy,’ Mr Crawshay said briskly. ‘When you get there test the hose.’


‘Yassah!’


The head withdrew. The superintendent spoke complacently.


‘Forethought is a habit with me, Mr Fitton. I am perhaps a little beforehand with my arrangements, but—’


‘And I am behindhand with mine,’ Mr Fitton put in quickly. ‘You’ll excuse me if I set about them now.’


He took a hasty leave of Mr Crawshay and was on his way back across the harbour a minute later. And for the rest of that day he was far too busy to think of Crawshay’s theory of hurricanes.


By the time Gipsy had been brought alongside the quay by number five shed the sun was well up, and her crew sweated mightily as they toiled from schooner to shed burdened with load after load of gear. But they worked with a will, and by noon Gipsy was completely gutted below decks. In another half-hour the smouldering pans of sulphur (with some additives prepared by Mr Crawshay) were placed in strategic positions and hatches tightly battened down.


‘Twelve hours and there will be no living creature in your vessel,’ declared the dockyard superintendent, who had arrived to oversee the latter part of the operation. ‘Give it sixteen hours and you’ll have light enough to sweep out by.’ He flourished his handkerchief. ‘I take a modest bever in my office at this hour. Perhaps you will join me?’


Mr Fitton had of necessity to decline. He had a great deal still to do. Four seamen to stand by the fire-engine (a two-handled pump) and their reliefs to be arranged every four hours; two sentries, also with four-hour reliefs, to be posted at the doors of number five shed; boat transport for the rest of his men, with their hammocks, to Hercule; orders for Bristow and Ramage to muster all hands at first light tomorrow to cross to the dockyard quay; and a score of lesser matters. When he sat down to supper in the flagship’s wardroom that night he was too weary to oppose more than a wooden unresponsiveness to the first lieutenant’s sarcasms, and an uncomfortable berth in the spare cabin allotted to him did not prevent him from sleeping a full seven hours.


Gipsy threw open her hatches and vents under an early-morning sky unusually dark and overcast. Mr Crawshay’s boasted forethought had provided a wheelbarrow, and this made four journeys down the gangplank laden with cockroach corpses before an inspection by Mr Fitton and his warrant-officers, with handkerchiefs to their faces, confirmed that there was not a cockroach, living or dead, remaining on board.


It was when they came on deck after this that they saw the two-masted ship, a brig, that had entered harbour and was mooring astern of the flagship. She was the Cherub packet, a customary bringer of mail and orders from England. Beyond noting that she had rigged a jury fore-topmast they took no further notice of her. The acrid smell of burnt sulphur still persisted in mess-deck and cabins but Mr Fitton wasn’t going to wait longer; the signs overhead indicated a coming downpour, the first of the rainy season. The work of carrying on board and re-stowing began at once, and since it had to be done with care and exactness it took a long time; they won their race with the threatened rainstorm, though only by a few minutes. By four bells of the forenoon watch, when the skies opened and discharged water as from a bucket, all was under cover and the hands on the mess-deck were eating their belated breakfast. Mr Fitton, dealing with burgoo and coffee in his cabin with the rain drumming on the deck just above his head, could congratulate himself on a successful operation.


He had noted, during the early stages of the embarkation, the flagship’s barge pulling fast across to the Kingston quay, and had seen it return a few minutes before the onset of the rain. If it had been sent to bring the Admiral on board, he reflected, Sir George had narrowly escaped a soaking. He was finishing his coffee when the brief tropical deluge stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and he went up to the wet and steaming deck, savouring the unaccustomed freshness of the air.


‘Sir!’ the boatswain had come hurrying aft. ‘Flagship’s signallin’ – hoist went up jus’ this minute.’


Mr Fitton’s telescope was in his coat pocket and with it he could make out the familiar signal.


‘I’m summoned on board, Mr Bristow. Conroy and Petersen to man the cockboat.’
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‘At another time, Mr Fitton,’ said the Admiral severely, ‘I would take order with you in the matter of your – ah – unauthorized return. As it is, it may be termed providential.’


Once again Mr Fitton was standing stiffly at the table in Hercule’s stern cabin, this time confronting Sir George Byam with Captain Dunn sitting on his left. Admiral Byam was a small man whose lank grey hair (worn thus, it was said, in imitation of Nelson, whom he thought himself to resemble) framed an angular sharp-nosed face.


‘In the present lack of suitable vessels on this station,’ he continued ponderously, ‘your schooner is the only one available for an urgent mission.’


‘Cherub having storm damage to repair,’ Captain Dunn put in. ‘She carried away her fore-topmast—’


‘Precisely, Captain. This – ah – fumigation, Mr Fitton. It is completed, I trust?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Gipsy is ready for sea?’


Mr Fitton thought quickly. ‘I can be ready to sail in two hours’ time, sir.’


‘Very well.’ The Admiral placed an oilskin-wrapped package on the table before him. ‘These are my orders – my urgent orders – for Captain Gardiner of the Justinian. As you are no doubt aware, Justinian sailed yesterday for the Santo Domingo coast.’


‘And if she’d delayed only twenty-four hours there’d have been no need for this,’ Dunn said. ‘Of all the God-damned luck—’


‘I will have no profanity, Captain Dunn, if you please!’ said the Admiral sharply. ‘These matters are in the hands of Providence. Justinian’s present orders, Mr Fitton, are to cruise between Cape Beata and the island of Mona. You will proceed there with all possible expedition, find Justinian, and deliver my orders to Captain Gardiner with your own hand.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’


The Admiral handed the oilskin package to Mr Fitton, who placed it in the inside pocket of his coat.


‘You understand,’ he added with emphasis, ‘that this matter is of extreme urgency.’


‘I understand, sir.’


‘Very well. On completion of your mission …’ the Admiral paused and glanced at his flag-captain. ‘A further cruise in those waters would hardly be – ah – profitable, I think?’


Dunn wagged his head glumly. ‘Not with these damned – these new orders, Sir George. And – with your leave – wouldn’t it be as well if Fitton knew their contents?’


‘Why should he?’


‘Well, if Gipsy chanced to encounter a Spanish cruiser and engage her …’


‘Ah. Precisely.’ The Admiral cleared his throat. ‘You had better know this, Mr Fitton. I am today instructed by their Lordships at the Admiralty that I am to cease all hostile action against Spanish dependencies and Spanish vessels. You will of course abide by that instruction. Having carried out my order you will return to Kingston. That is all.’


Mr Fitton clapped his hat on his head, saluted, and left the cabin. Admiral Byam turned a worried face to the captain.


‘I have done all I can,’ he said heavily. ‘But if Gardiner meets a Spanish warship before my orders reach him—’


‘That’s unlikely in my opinion, Sir George,’ Dunn cut in reassuringly. ‘Gipsy may well catch him before he’s cleared Cape Beta – she’s twice the speed of Justinian, and Fitton knows how to use it. His turning back when he did,’ he added, ‘was a most astonishing piece of luck.’


‘We may ascribe it to Providence, Captain Dunn,’ the Admiral said with severity.


It would have shocked him to learn that he was equating providence with half a cockroach. 
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