

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















Mr Fitton’s Commission


SHOWELL STYLES









[image: ]

























Contents











	Title Page


	 Author’s Note


	Map


	ONE


Fortune’s Fool


	TWO


A Gunner for Gipsy


	THREE


The Unhappy Expedition


	FOUR


Guns on Curaçao


	FIVE


Lieutenant in Command


	SIX 


La Superbe


	Post Scriptum


	Copyright




























AUTHOR’S NOTE





It may add to the reader’s interest to know that these exploits of Michael Fitton actually took place. They are here expanded from the records in The Naval and Military Gazette, James’s Naval History, and the Logs and Muster Books of the vessels concerned. 
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ONE


Fortune’s Fool





1


Michael Fitton sat on the side-board of his borrowed cart and considered the diverse natures of Napoleon Bonaparte and their Lordships of the Admiralty. The cart, with much creaking and groaning, was moving at the leisurely speed exacted by Nancy the old pony (she too was borrowed) along the narrow road from Macclesfield to Gawsworth where Mr Fitton had a cottage, half an acre of arable, and a wife. Beyond the ditches that flanked the road on either hand the flat Cheshire landscape, here wasteland and pasture as yet unenclosed, lay in planes of dark or lighter green beneath an overcast evening sky; May flowers—red campion and yellow buttercup—lifted more cheerful faces nearer at hand between the ditches and the unmetalled road. Mr Fitton’s twenty-two years in the Navy had bred in him the habit of continuous observation. His preoccupation with the possible plans of the First Consul of France did not prevent him from noting the wooded rise a mile or more ahead of him and its indication that he would be home in half an hour, though the prospect brought no sign of pleasure on his square and inexpressive face. He shifted his broad shoulders against the wooden kitchen-dresser that occupied most of the little cart and resumed his meditations.


The dresser was a second-hand one bought in Macclesfield. This being Tuesday and market-day, he had borrowed George Dancer’s pony and cart and taken his spring cabbages into Macclesfield where they fetched an unexpectedly good price. He had spent all the money (Mary would rate him soundly for that) but nearly all of it had gone on the dresser—which she had told him she wanted—and only fivepence ha’penny on the tattered copy of Stosser’s Astronomical Navigation he had found on a stall among used clothing and crockery. There’d be more scolding from Mary for wasting money on Stosser. To her it would seem waste indeed; and as a follower of Epictetus, whose Stoic principle Mr Fitton tried hard to emulate, he would bear the scolding with equanimity. On this principle, then, you will meekly bear a person who reviles you, for you will say upon every occasion “it seems so to him.”


To Nancy, apparently, it seemed that a slower pace than her present sleepy jog would be tolerated. Mr Fitton disillusioned her with a chirrup and a flap of the reins and switched his thoughts from his wife to Bonaparte.


England had been at peace with France since October of last year; seven months of peace. Most English people, including the inglenook politicians at the Harrington Arms in Gawsworth village and their Lordships at the Admiralty, appeared to think it a permanent peace and Mr Fitton himself had thought the same until recently. Their Lordships, whose awareness of the international situation had to be presumed, had influenced his first opinion. Immediately on the signing of the Treaty in October 1801 they had taken sixty of the 102 British line-of-battle ships out of commission, discharged 40,000 sailors, and put hundreds of experienced naval officers ashore on half-pay. Acting-Lieutenant Michael Fitton was one of many who had been thrown out with not a shilling of pension or pay to help him support himself; there was no half-pay for him because the lieutenant’s commission he had so long deserved had never been given. To him this trustful attitude of Admiralty now began to look singularly foolish in the face of Bonaparte’s own attitude towards the Peace. Having proclaimed himself First Consul for life (“Napoleon” henceforward to all Europe though not to the English, who continued to call him Bonaparte) the Corsican had proceeded to show that it was he, not his abject Législature, that dictated the policies of France. Since the end of hostilities with England he had made himself President of the Republic of Italy, annexed Piedmont and Parma, and—spurning a feeble protest from London—invaded and conquered Switzerland. News of these events reaching Gawsworth in due and belated course had changed Mr Fitton’s opinion. The peace might last for seven months or seven years, but it would end as soon as Bonaparte had to look beyond Europe for his next conquest. And when it ended—


Twilight was at hand. Nancy’s leisurely clip-clop had brought the cart to the beginning of the hedged fields of Gawsworth, as deserted at this hour as the road. A quarter of a mile ahead on the port bow were the tall trees that hid Gawsworth Hall, once the seat of the ancient family of Fitton but now in possession of the Earl of Harrington. This was Michael Fitton’s home countryside, and here, in the knowledge that there was no place for him in a peacetime Navy, he had settled; he was a smallholder and a married man, soon to become a father. If Bonaparte intended war he had made a fool of a great many people and not least of Michael Fitton. His gaze went to starboard (the term was fixed irremovably in his mind) across the flat land darkling under the purple evening clouds. With eyes half closed you could easily imagine the almost level line of farthest distance a sea horizon, and the intervening space the waters of the Caribbean on a stormy evening. At the very thought of his old cruising-ground his heart leaped in his breast. He saw only too clearly that Home must always, for him, be the sea.


A clatter of hooves and wheels on the road behind made him turn. A chaise—a rare vehicle on this road—and in a hurry as chaises usually were. Well, the postillion would have to rein in, hurry or no hurry; the roadway was too narrow for overtaking unless the cart pulled over with a wheel in the ditch, and Mr Fitton wasn’t going to risk the precariously balanced dresser by doing that. A mere furlong ahead was the place where the road widened at the gate of Tarvin’s meadow and the chaise could pass him there. A couple of minutes’ walk at Nancy’s pace would do its two hard-driven horses no harm.


“Oho-o-o! Move over, you there!”


The postillion, astride the near-side horse, was forced to reduce speed a few seconds after he hailed and then to haul to a stop. Mr Fitton had halted Nancy in order to stand up in the cart and reply.


“If I move over I’ll be in the ditch,” he shouted reasonably. “Keep astern of me for another furlong and there’s a place where—”


“Get on, God damn you!” snarled the chaise’s passenger, poking his head out of the window. “Don’t parley with the rogue—shift him yourself if he won’t move.”


The postillion turned in his saddle and began an explanation which was swiftly interrupted.


“By God, if you won’t shift him I will!”


The chaise door was flung open and a tall gentleman got hastily down, his arrogant beak-nosed face flushed with anger. The loud voice accustomed to command, the boat-cloak that flew open to reveal white breeches and stockings as he strode past the cart, had no effect on Mr Fitton, who vaulted to the ground with an agility unexpected in a man of his stocky breadth. The tall man was grabbing at Nancy’s bridle with the evident intention of pulling her off the road.


“Hands off my horse,” said Mr Fitton briefly.


In a single movement the tall man spun round and lashed out with his first. Like a taut spring Mr Fitton swayed back, the blow whistling harmlessly past his nose, and like a spring recoiled. His own fist with all his weight behind it took the other on the angle of the jaw and the tall man was flung head-first into the ditch. The postillion jumped off his horse and ran to pull him out. Unhurriedly, Mr Fitton climbed back into his cart and set Nancy in motion with a flap of the reins; nor did he look back until the gate of Tarvin’s meadow was reached and he had drawn the cart off the roadway onto the grassy patch that bridged the ditch. The chaise had just begun to move. As it bowled past him at a fast trot the postillion flashed a wink at him. The tall passenger was invisible behind the closed windows.


Mr Fitton and Nancy resumed their homeward way, the latter with pricked ears and a quickened pace and the former with the inward satisfaction of a man who has done a necessary thing tidily and without fuss. In an age when it was the pride of every gentleman to be ready for a bout with the mauleys, no matter with whom, there was little likelihood of any sequel to a wayside encounter in which the gentleman took the offensive and was worsted. As for Epictetus, his disciple could not recall any injunction to bear meekly with irascible men who first interfered with another man’s horse and then tried to hit him. The tall gentleman had looked and sounded like a naval officer of rank, and that such a person should be driving towards Gawsworth at a late hour suggested that he was an acquaintance of Lord Harrington’s proposing to spend the night at the Hall. When the cottages of Gawsworth came in sight Mr Fitton forgot about him.


It was dark enough for lamplight to be glowing from some of the windows; too dark, Mr Fitton decided, for the awkward business of getting the cart up the narrow lane to his cottage and unloading the dresser. He decided to go first to George Dancer’s small farm on the outskirts of the village and return the borrowed pony and cart, leaving the cart with the dresser still loaded on it in the stable ready for a final move tomorrow. This meant that he would be late getting home, for dealing with Nancy and the cart and giving George the news from Macclesfield market would take the better part of an hour; moreover, the Harrington Arms had to be passed on the way from Dancer’s farm to his cottage and a Gawsworth man back from market would be unanimously declared a mingy knave if he didn’t call at the inn. Well—Mary would find something to scold at whether he was late or no, so an hour earlier or later made little odds. Being wedded to a scold, he reflected wryly, had this sort of backhanded advantage. All the same, he finished his business with George Dancer as quickly as good manners allowed and made for the Harrington Arms with the intention of spending no more than ten minutes over a pint and a gossip.


Every man in Gawsworth seemed to be in the taproom when he entered it, and all talking excitedly at the tops of their voices. Before he could speak to anyone he came face to face with the postillion of the chaise, flushed of countenance and brandishing a quart tankard.


“No ’ard feelings, chap,” said the man quickly. “Times I’ve wanted to clout ’im meself. Narsty temper, me lord’s got.”


“‘My lord’?” queried Mr Fitton.


“Manner o’ speaking,” said the postillion. “Rear-Admiral Richard Dacres ’e is, on ’is way from the north down to London. Staying overnight at the ‘All ’ere, see.” He chuckled. “Marked ’im very nice, you ’ave—lump on ’is jaw like a hegg.”


“He seemed in a hurry to get to London,” remarked Mr Fitton, making a move towards the bar.


“So’s every Navy gent, I reckon, soon as they ’ear the news.”


Mr Fitton turned sharply. “What news?”


“You won’t ’ave ’eard it,” said the postillion complacently. “I’m the first to bring it ’ere.” He seized Mr Fitton’s sleeve and began to drag him through the throng. “Come on with you, and drink damnation to Boney and ’is Frogs. It’s war, chap—we’re at war with France again.”
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Mr Fitton lifted the latch of his cottage door and stepped inside.


“Mary,” he began. “Here I am, and with much to—”


“Take your muddy boots off before you come into my kitchen,” said Mary Fitton. “I’ve been washing the floor while you’ve been gadding.”


She was eleven years younger than her husband, who was thirty-six, and a pretty woman despite a certain angularity of feature. Her striped calico gown and spotless white apron revealed as yet little sign of her pregnancy. Mr Fitton retired to the doorstep and did as he was told, re-entering to set down the offending boots and take his wife gently by the shoulders. She responded to his kiss with an ungracious peck.


“That’ll do.” She pushed him away. “I don’t want dust all over me—how you get so mucky I don’t know. There’s water in the ewer so go and wash it off. Your supper’s ready but for heating up.”


She took the bellows and knelt before the small open hearth where a pot stood on a tripod over smouldering sticks.


Mr Fitton picked up his boots. “I’ve bought a dresser, Mary,” he said. “The cabbages fetched a shilling a sack. And there’s news, just come. We’re at war with France.”


Mary’s back was towards him as she worked the bellows and he could not see her face. The rhythmic wheeze of the bellows missed a beat at his last words and then went on as steadily as before, waking a fluttering yellow flame under the pot.


“Go and wash yourself,” she snapped without looking round. “I’ve laid your good coat on the bed. Go on—supper’ll be ready before you are.”


He went up the narrow ladder-stair to their bedroom, a bare little place but spotlessly clean; Mary was as finicky as to order and cleanliness as her husband, a consideration he had noted before asking her to marry him. He stripped off coat and shirt, poured water from the ewer into the big white basin, and began to rid himself of the dust of the road.


Two months of living alone in the cottage—old Darley’s hovel, made decently habitable by his own hard work—had convinced Michael Fitton that he needed a wife if he was to spend the rest of his life in Gawsworth. Mary Rushton was the daughter of the landlord of the Harrington Arms, and unmarried (according to her father) because she thought herself too good for the Cheshire farmers and millers who successively besieged her. Possibly it was Mr Fitton’s ancestry that sped his wooing; everyone in Gawsworth knew that he was the last of the Fittons of Gawsworth, gentry since Magna Carta. They were married at Christmas and by Eastertide Mr Fitton knew that he had acquired not only a hardworking partner and good housekeeper but also a scourge for his broad back. Mary was a nagger for whom he could do nothing right. His philosophy held out no hope of altering her nature; he who would have his wife exempt from fault, declared Epictetus, would have that to be his own which belongs to others. But in Mr Fitton’s view loyalty and zeal were virtues that compensated for many faults, and though his genuine affection for Mary was far from being the kind of love that abnegated self he had resigned himself cheerfully to a lot common enough among husbands, the more willingly that she carried his child.


But that was before the news came. Scrubbing his face with a rough towel, he knew again the upsurge of excitement. It was like the sudden collapse of a prison wall to reveal a familiar landscape with nothing to hinder escape. Escape! He felt guilty, mean, for thinking like that of the coming parting with Mary, and yet he could not in honesty deny the thought. For of course he would have to go, and the sooner the better. Admiralty would even now be sending out its hasty summonses, ships’ captains posting their urgent recruiting notices, the Press busy in the seaports, the dockyards working day and night, to put those sixty fighting ships back in commission with the least possible delay. For such men as himself, nine years a master’s mate and with long experience of command at sea in brigs and schooners, the net would be cast across England and would reach even Gawsworth in time. So he would go—within forty-eight hours he must be on his way—and this time he would somehow get himself into a frigate acting with the Channel Fleet or on the Mediterranean station, where there would be the chance of distinguishing himself and obtaining promotion at last. That succession of small-ship actions in the Caribbean, he knew, had won him a kind of renown; but because they had been against enemy privateers and pirates instead of naval vessels they had not won him his lieutenant’s commission. It was true, he reflected as he pulled the shirt over his head, that by the time of the Peace he had begun to care more for his trade than for promotion in it. But that commission had a new importance now for the security it could give to his wife and family in the way of increased pay and a pension if he was killed. Not the Caribbean, then, but European waters where the final reckoning with Bonaparte must take place. As lieutenant in a 38-gun frigate he might—


“Michael! What are you about—dilly-dallying up there? Your supper’s on the table!”


Mr Fitton hastily donned his “good” coat, frowning as he did so. He was going to desert his wife, who was to bear her first child in a few months’ time; he was going to leave her five months after marrying her and not return, in all probability, for two or three years, if indeed he returned at all. For him the prospect of glory and promotion, for her the prospect of loneliness and possible widowhood. How was he to tell her this? How would she take it? Qualms more unnerving than any he had felt before a seafight beset him as he clambered down the ladder-stair.


Dry sticks newly thrown on the fire blazed cheerfully though the pot had been removed; it was unlike Mary to waste fuel on a May evening. The oil-lamp on the table with its red and white checked cloth, the hunk of bread and the steaming bowl of stew, the swept and tidy little room snug under the blackened oak beams of the ceiling, completed a picture of homeliness. The thought flashed through Mr Fitton’s mind that another man, a man not under the inflexible spell of ships and the sea, might find this place hard to leave behind. Mary was on her knees beside the decaying wooden chest the dresser was to replace, getting out her sewing materials.


“If you’re not hungry you ought to be,” she said. “Eat your supper before it cools. You’ve drunk ale at the inn—I could smell it.”


“I had a talk with your father, too. Mary, he agrees that you—”


“Eat first. You can talk afterwards.”


Mr Fitton obeyed. The stew was of that excellent sort known to Cheshire and Lancashire as “lobscouse” and Mary made it to perfection as she did all their simple meals. Plain as the food was, it was ambrosia compared to the hard tack and stinking water that was the basic fare of the seaman. He made short work of it and before he had finished Mary had come to sit opposite him with her sewing.


Mr Fitton laid down his spoon and took a deep breath. “This news of the war, Mary—”


“I’m waiting to hear about the dresser,” she interrupted quickly. “How much did you pay? Too much, I’ll warrant.”


Her husband embarked on a description of the dresser, his bargaining for it, and his other doings at Macclesfield market. As he had expected, he was a simpleton to be plucked of that much for a second-hand article—not only that, but cabbages were fetching thirteen pence a sack in Congleton and if Mary had taken them to Macclesfield she wouldn’t have let them go for less. As for spending fivepence ha’penny on an old book, why, he could have bought three loaves for that, and it wasn’t as if he hadn’t books enough already, a shelf of them, and it was she who had to dust them day after day when there was scrubbing and sweeping and cooking to be done. And much more on the same note. When she had finished (her needle had been busily plied all the time) Mr Fitton cleared his throat and braced himself for another attempt to break the news of his departure. Mary forestalled him once more.


“So we’re to fight the French again,” she said without looking up or altering her tone. “Higgins’s boy ran past and cried the news through the window but I didn’t believe it. That means you’ll be leaving me and going back to the Navy. You’ll be off tomorrow or the next day, like enough. A fine thing for me, with my pains and labours to come and no husband to comfort me.”


“Mary—”


“Don’t stop me, Michael. I’ve had time to think it out. I shall stay on here when you’re gone, maybe until August or September. Cousin Betty will come up from Sandbach to bear me company—she’s little to do now Uncle Henry’s married again—and Father will send a man from the inn to look after the field. When my time’s near I’ll move to the inn. Mother’s had seven of us so she’ll know what to do in a childbirth. That settles me. Now for you. It’s Wednesday tomorrow, and if you’re not off till Thursday—” her voice faltered very slightly but she controlled it instantly—“I’ll have that shirt of yours to wash. You’ve no decent clothes for London but at least they shall be clean. And before you—you go, Michael, if you can find the time to bring the dresser and put it—”


She got no further. Mr Fitton had sprung to his feet, sending his chair to the floor with a clatter, and had taken her very tenderly in his arms. Mary put up a hand to fend off his kisses and brush the tears from her eyes.


“Never mind me,” she said shakily. “I had my bit of a cry while you were upstairs.—No, Michael! There’s the washing-up to be done.”


“Damn the washing-up!” said Mr Fitton forcibly, pulling his wife towards the ladder-stair. “Thirty-six hours from now I’ll be gone—come to bed.”


Next day the dresser duly trundled up the lane on George Dancer’s cart and was heaved into position. The shirt for London was washed in the morning and dried on the hedge in the afternoon. An hour before sunrise on the following morning Mr Fitton drew himself gently away from Mary’s warm and sleeping body and stood naked to look out of the bedroom window. Beneath the ragged fringe of thatch he saw the level fields stretching away in the grey half-light and heard the multitudinous dawn chorus of the birds, and his desire translated them into grey seas at daybreak and the shrilling of the breeze in the shrouds. Mary would sleep on if he didn’t wake her; and their leave-taking was done. He bundled his clothes under his arm and climbed silently down the ladder-stair to dress before the cold grey ashes of the hearth.


As he dressed he considered the coming journey. He would walk the five miles to Congleton, whence on Thursdays a carrier’s cart started at half past five for the thirty-mile drive to Chester. With luck, he would get an outside seat on the London coach and be in London before noon on Saturday. The greyness of dawn was paling and warming to a delicate pink; fair weather and a propitious start for his overland passage, but he must be under way before sunrise if he was to reach Congleton in time. His old sea-chest being an impracticable burden for this journey, it had been left under the bed and the most necessary items from it stowed in a long canvas sack which stood ready in a corner beside a stout holly stick. There was no need to check its contents—his uniform coat with the brass buttons, a pair of white breeches and cotton stockings, his boat-cloak, three clean neckcloths, his certificate as master’s mate, and Mrs Carter’s translation of Epictetus’s Moral Discourses bound in worn calf. Wrapped in paper and carefully tucked down the side of the sack was the cocked hat he had worn on formal occasions as acting-lieutenant. A thin parcel swathed in oiled cloth was too long for the sack and protruded from its neck. This was the twenty-eight-guinea sword presented to him by Lloyd’s Patriotic Society “in recognition of his daring and gallant behaviour in many close and spirited actions”, on which he relied to provide him with funds until he could draw naval pay. For he had taken from their meagre household savings barely sufficient money for the journey, leaving the rest—little enough in all conscience—for Mary.


Mr Fitton took sack and stick and went out, latching the door of his cottage behind him. The spreading glow in the east was reflected from fleecy clouds overhead as he strode down the lane without a backward glance, the sack slung from the holly stick on his shoulder. An old milestone dark with lichen made him think of Dick Whittington setting forth with stick and bundle to seek his fortune in London. Well—Fortune had made a fool of Michael Fitton more than once in the past, but this time it should not be so.
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Fortune and dry weather favoured the Chester Stingo, which was clattering over the cobbles of Camden Town well before noon on Saturday with an average of eight miles an hour behind its lumbering wheels. Mr Fitton found himself cheap lodging with a tailor in Islington not far from the coach terminus at the Bell Inn, handing over the last of his journey-money to obtain a footing in the smelly little back bedroom, and at once exchanged his travelling clothes for the brass-buttoned coat and white breeches; a seamanlike appearance might help his chances of employment. The cracked mirror showed his plain square face adequately clean, its Caribbean tan somewhat faded and showing up the dark scars that ran from left ear to jaw. He took his certificate as master’s mate and the Patriotic Society’s sword and went out, walking southward through the narrow streets west of the Gray’s Inn Road. Three golden balls suspended above a dirty bow-window in Hunter Row told him he had reached his first port of call. Five minutes of determined haggling with the young Jew behind the counter, and he was out of the shop with twelve guineas and a pawn-ticket in place of the sword.


London north of the Strand seemed no different from its peacetime self, a dingy, smoky babel with its motley of folk intent on their various business of buying, selling, quarrelling and thieving. Conscious of the gold in his pocket, Mr Fitton had a wary eye for pickpockets as he walked south into more populous streets where carriages jingled an accompaniment to the shrill cries of men and women selling flowers, small-coal, and old clothes. It was hard to believe that this was the capital city of a nation threatened by the greatest military power the world had ever seen—threatened, indeed, by imminent invasion across a strip of water scarcely fifty miles south of it. He came upon the first sign that England was at war at a street-corner where a notice had been newly posted on the wall. “VOLUNTEERS,” he read, “GOD SAVE THE KING. Let us, who are Englifhmen, protect and defend our good KING and COUNTRY againft the Attempts of all Republicans, and againft the Defigns of our NATURAL ENEMIES, who intend in this Year to invade OLD ENGLAND, our happy country, to murder our gracious KING, to make WHORES of our Wives and Daughters, to rob us of our Property, and teach us nothing but the damn’d Art of murdering one another.”


While admiring the artful variations of print, Mr Fitton suspected that these last phrases had been copied from an earlier poster. He read on.


“ROYAL TARS OF OLD ENGLAND, If you love your COUNTRY, and your LIBERTY, now is the Time to fhew your Love. REPAIR, All who have good Hearts, who love their KING, their COUNTRY, and RELIGION, who hate the FRENCH, and damn the POPE, to LIEUT. WILLIAM PRESTON, at his Rendezvous in Hensham-Street, Where they will be allowed to Enter for any SHIP OF WAR, and the following BOUNTIES will be given by HIS MAJESTY in Addition to Two Months Advance. To Able Seamen, Five Pounds. To Ordinary Seamen, Two Pounds Ten Shillings. To Landsmen, Thirty Shillings. Thofe Men who have ferved as PETTY-OFFICERS, and thofe who are otherwife qualified, will be recommended accordingly.”


And volunteers there would be, thought Mr Fitton. Among his books at Gawsworth—an expensive acquisition that had earned him a scolding from Mary—was Mr Boswell’s The Life of Samuel Johnson, published ten years ago, and he recalled the Doctor’s remark that “being in a ship is being in jail with the chance of being drowned.” Johnson, though, had never experienced the curious force that drew men to the sea like a magnet. Yes, there would be volunteers, and by the thousand; but to man sixty ships of the line required something like thirty thousand seamen, and the inevitable deficit would have to be supplied by the press-gang, perhaps by the prisons too.


He had hesitated before the recruiting poster to consider his course. It was addressed to the lower-deck entry; but if he applied to the “Rendezvous” he might conceivably choose the ship he would enter for and have his higher rating and qualifications taken into account. He decided against it. He had been acting-lieutenant, he had held command. Commissioned officers would be applying at the Admiralty offices in Whitehall, and since he proposed to aim high from the outset Whitehall was the place for him.


As he came down St Martin’s Lane a change of atmosphere was evident. The crowds thickened momently, the din of excited talk hammered on his ears. Open carriages bright with uniforms and gold braid forced a slow way through the throng, their coachmen yelling hoarsely. A roar of cheering heralded a file of redcoats quick-marching up the hill past Whitehall, cleaving the mass of people like a cutter forging through the tide. Mr Fitton shouldered his way towards the long row of the Admiralty buildings. The several entrances were guarded by marine sentries in red coats with white cross-belts, who halted those passing in while the naval petty officers standing beside them ascertained the rank and business of the entrant. Noting the single epaulettes of lieutenants going in here, he hailed the petty officer across the crowd.


“Bos’n ahoy! Master’s mate, acting-lieutenant—which entrance?”


His acting rank had no significance here in Whitehall but he was losing nothing by giving it.


“Next gate downhill!” came the reply.


The crowd of idlers outside the Admiralty had come to gape at gold braid and cocked hats, and the entrance lower down the road, through which only a few men were passing and those few without insignia of rank, had no throng obstructing it. Mr Fitton was duly halted by the sentry, answered the petty officer who demanded his name and rating, and was directed to an open doorway leading into a room where an Admiralty clerk was seated at a desk. The clerk noted his name, rating, length of service and last ship on a slip of paper which he handed to a messenger, who bore it away; after which he found himself in an inner room where a score of men sat or stood about waiting. Mr Fitton squeezed himself into a corner, resigned to a long wait before his turn came. In less than two minutes, however, the messenger put his head into the room and summoned him by name, thereafter conducting him along a gloomy passage to a door at the end on which he knocked respectfully before leaving Mr Fitton to open it and walk in.


It was a large room overlooking the Horse Guards Parade and the trees of St James’s Park beyond. At a table in the centre sat a thin elderly man with white hair elaborately curled, wearing a captain’s epaulettes. It was Captain Vansittart, who had been Acting-Lieutenant Fitton’s commanding officer in H. M. S. Abergavenny at Jamaica. He threw himself back in his chair and regarded the one-time commander of Abergavenny’s invincible tenders with a complacent smile, looking (thought Mr Fitton) more like a benevolent old sheep than ever.


“Well, well, well,” said Captain Vansittart, nodding at him. “It gives me pleasure to encounter a worthy officer, one of my people aboard Abergavenny, once again.”


“The pleasure is mutual, sir.”


“Eh? Ah, yes. You have not been employed since the Peace, I take it.”


“No, sir.”


It was to be presumed that Captain Vansittart also had not been employed in command; probably he had been recalled as suitable for this post in an Admiralty office. For Abergavenny, flagship of the West Indies Squadron, had never once put to sea during the time Mr Fitton had been borne on her books.


“And of course you are here with the rest to seek employment. Abergavenny, by the bye”, continued the captain with apparent irrelevance, “is no longer in Kingston Harbour. Hercule is the flagship there now, Captain—ah—Captain Dunn. C-inC West Indies, as you may be aware, is Sir John Duckworth—an old friend of mine, Mr Fitton.”


“Indeed, sir.”


“Yes. I dined with Sir John a few days before he sailed for Jamaica.” Captain Vansittart seemed to be in garrulous mood. “Over the—ah—nuts and wine I amused him by recounting your exploits in Ferret and Active. And in that most extraordinary felucca—what was her name?”


“Nostra Señora dos los Dolores, sir.”


“Ahy, yes. Odd names these Dons have. No doubt we’ll be fighting them again before long. Yes. Well, Sir John was impressed—I won’t say incredulous.” The captain chuckled. “Well do I remember my troubles with your reports, Mr Fitton. Thrashing a privateer of five times your force, taking the Santa Maria by boarding when half your men were flat on their backs with fever—bless me! I was in continual trepidation lest their Lordships should accuse me of writing fairy-tales in my dispatches.”


His senile laughter ended in a fit of coughing. Mr Fitton eyed him warily. All this was well enough; and Captain Vansittart had reason to be affable towards a man who had been the cause of his receiving several thousand pounds of prize-money. But instinct warned him of something more to come.


“Well, well,” said Captain Vansittart, recovering, “I must not delay. I have many entrants to deal with. You were ever a fortunate officer, Mr Fitton, and the chance that my eye fell upon the name Abergavenny on this—” he held up a slip of paper —“resulted in my sending for you the instant after it was brought to me. Moreover, I am able to appoint you to a ship without the least hesitation.”


Mr Fitton felt it was time for him to speak.


“Thank you, sir,” he said quickly. “I’m most anxious to be appointed to a frigate, preferably for the Channel or Mediterranean service.”


“I daresay, I daresay,” said the captain with a slight frown. “But I have already decided upon your appointment. You will join Hercule at Jamaica. Captain Dunn has applied for junior officers with experience of West Indian waters. You will be invaluable to him, and I do not doubt that Rear-Admiral Duckworth—from the information I gave him—will grant you an acting-lieutenancy to command Hercule’s tender.”


He took pen and paper and began to write. Mr Fitton saw his frigate and his commission slipping away from him. He remembered well enough that Vansittart of the Abergavenny, for all his old-womanish manner, could not tolerate opposition; but his protest had to be made.


“Pray don’t think me ungrateful, sir,” he said. “But if I decline this appointment—”


“Decline?” Captain Vansittart sat back with a thump and glared at him. “Are you aware of what you’re saying? I am ordering you to proceed to Jamaica and join His Majesty’s ship Hercule of seventy-four guns, Captain James Dunn. Is that plain enough for you?”


“I have no choice?”


“I’ll give you a choice, my man,” said the captain irascibly. “I’ll have you appointed messenger here in Whitehall for the duration of the war, if that will suit you. What d’ye say to that?”


Mr Fitton knew that he was defeated. His square countenance, devoid of all expression, revealed nothing of his feelings as he replied.


“I say that I regret causing you annoyance, sir. Naturally I shall obey your order and proceed to Jamaica. And I beg you’ll receive my thanks for your kind intention.”


It was the least he could say. The captain sat scowling at him for a moment and then resumed his writing with a grunt.


“I said that you were fortunate, Mr Fitton,” he said coldly when he had finished. “You are fortunate that I persist in my—ah—intention, fortunate also that the Princess Charlotte sails from Portsmouth on Tuesday of next week to join the West Indies Squadron. You will sail aboard her. Present this letter with my compliments to Captain Gardiner or his first lieutenant.”


“Aye aye, sir,” said Mr Fitton, taking the letter.


“On your way out you may tell the messenger to send in the next entrant.”


“Aye aye, sir,” said Mr Fitton again.


He bowed stiffly and went out into the gloomy passage.


4


A theory common among the Stoics was that each individual had a guardian Spirit, a Tutelary Genius, appointed to oversee his course through life. At every crossroads of decision the individual was free to choose his own way; if he chose wisely and conformably to nature the Tutelary Genius would help him on his way, but a wrong choice meant abandonment by his spiritual guardian until he found the true path again. Epictetus laid no great stress on this idea but Michael Fitton liked it. It solved so neatly the vexed question of Free Will, which had puzzled him as a young man. For a week after the fateful encounter with Captain Vansittart he was inclined to think he had somehow incurred the Tutelary displeasure, but at the end of that time he was beginning to wonder if, after all, his present course was not a hopeful one.


The mere fact of being on board ship was sufficient to banish the gloom that had enveloped him all the way from the Elephant and Castle to Portsmouth. When he touched his hat in salute to the quarterdeck of the Princess Charlotte the weather, unseasonably cold with rain-squalls from the north-east, was no better than it had been during the eighty-mile coach run from London; but the wet gleam from holystoned decks and tarpaulin gun-covers was more cheerful to Mr Fitton’s eye than sunshine on green fields, and the tossing waters of Spithead looked a deal more lively than the dull unmoving landscapes beside the Portsmouth Road. The duty midshipman took him below to the first lieutenant’s cabin, where that officer with two others to assist him was labouring amid a sea of lists and accounts. He told Mr Fitton that Captain Gardiner was ashore in the dockyard, glanced briefly at Captain Vansittart’s letter, and instructed the duty midshipman to show the newcomer his berth in the gunroom.


“Oh, and you’ll muster with the starboard watch,” he added as they turned to go.


Princess Charlotte was a 36-gun frigate, and had been with the West Indies Squadron during the three years of Mr Fitton’s service on that station. This was not the first time he had come aboard her. When in command of the 6-gun schooner Ferret in 1800, he had encountered the frigate off Cap les Irois and informed Captain the Honourable Robert Gardiner of the presence of the big privateer Conquistador in those waters—unnecessarily as it turned out, for it was Ferret who found and chased the Spaniard and thrashed her soundly in a running fight. That first brief meeting had begun a friendship between the two men and Mr Fitton had twice dined on board the frigate when she was in Kingston Harbour. Gardiner, three years younger than himself, was a post-captain, and he would rather have held Gardiner’s rank and command than rule an empire; it had surprised him to discover that the frigate captain entertained a genuine admiration for the acting-lieutenant’s fighting record and even envied him the independence of action bestowed with his appointment to command Abergavenny’s tenders. This appointment, though an unusual one, was not without precedent in the British Navy on foreign stations. Deprived of any prospect of action, the wardroom officers of the flagship subscribed to purchase and arm a small sailing-vessel which was sent on the legitimate naval business of harassing the enemy privateers that were preying on British shipping —and, more particularly, on the legitimate naval business of taking prizes. Prizes were brought in and sold and the proceeds shared among officers and men according to the official scale. It was Mr Fitton’s astonishing success in command of a succession of such vessels that had frustrated his purpose of joining a larger vessel on more active service. In effect (as he realised resentfully) he was being sent as a useful present from Captain Vansittart to Rear-Admiral Duckworth. This was also the opinion of Princess Charlotte’s captain, though his opportunity of expressing it did not come until three days after the frigate sailed.


Gardiner returned on board at the last minute, loudly cursing a dockyard that wasted his time asking why he wanted a new fore-topgallant yard and then sent him to sea with the old one, which he suspected to be sprung. While the frigate flew out past the Needles on the squally but useful wind from the north-east, while she ran down the Channel and took that time-honoured departure from a bearing off Ushant, the whole of the ship’s company were too much occupied for relaxation. Close on the port hand by night and by day was the enemy coast, Bonaparte’s base for the instant invasion he had promised his army. “They want us to jump the ditch,” he had cried, “and jump it we will!” No one aboard the Princess Charlotte believed for a moment that he could succeed, but they thought and hoped he would try. So it was doubled lookouts and watches, frequent musters and gun-drill, until the Bay was astern and a course set for Madeira. Then Captain Gardiner entertained his first lieutenant and his four “passengers” to dinner in his cabin.


Besides Mr Fitton, there were three army officers going out to join the small contingent of troops stationed on Jamaica. Gardiner welcomed his old acquaintance with particular warmth and was at some pains to place him on a good footing with the lieutenant-colonel and two captains who sat at the same table. Gardiner was as lean, ruddy-faced, and blunt as ever.


“Our lords and masters at Whitehall”, he said bluffly, “are often as blockheaded as yours at the Horse Guards, gentlemen. Here’s my friend, a Fitton of Gawsworth—and that means fighting ancestry for seven centuries back—who’s seen more hard fighting than the rest of us put together and taken ten times as many enemy vessels as I have. Do they give him his commission? Not they!” He turned to Mr Fitton, whose square face was, as always, expressionless. “Thirty prizes you took in the Caribbean, Fitton, wasn’t it?”


“Twenty-eight, sir. None of them as big as a frigate.”


“To hell with your modesty!” Gardiner grinned. “Punctum comparationis puts it out of court. That damned little schooner of yours had a broadside of 3-pounder popguns, I believe. Well, up comes this Spanisher Conquistador, fourteen 6-pounders and crammed with men, and—you’ll never credit this, Colonel—”


Mr Fitton concealed embarrassment and endured as best he could. He disliked this sort of praise; but at least its warmth expelled the last of the cold despair he had felt when he left the office in Whitehall. Hope began to take its place after another conversation with Gardiner.


They had left Madeira astern below the north-east horizon and in another twenty-four hours the frigate would be running down the Trades for the Bahamas and the Windward Passage. Mr Fitton was again invited to dine in the captain’s cabin, and this time, being the only guest, was able to question Gardiner about Hercule and the changes that had taken place at Kingston since his departure seven months ago; for, as he had learned earlier, the Princess Charlotte had sailed for England in April only to be ordered back to Jamaica a few weeks later because of the renewal of the war. The new flagship, Gardiner told him, was a good ship and a lively, and during the peace she had put to sea whenever Captain Dunn and the Admiral could find an excuse for it. Moreover, there were two other 74’s—Theseus and Vanguard—in Sir John Duckworth’s command.


“Odd, ain’t it?” added the captain. “More force in the squadron through the peace than there was in wartime. You know why?”


“I think so. Bonaparte sent ships and troops to San Domingo at the beginning of the peace, to put down a negro rebellion.”


“That was his excuse. I see you weren’t totally cut off from news in that ne plus ultra village of yours—what’s its name?”


“Gawsworth,” said Mr Fitton.


He felt a pang of guilt as he spoke the name; for the past week he had scarcely given a thought to Mary.


“Well, there’s two of the line and three frigates still at San Domingo if Boney hasn’t recalled them.” Gardiner was broaching a second bottle of wine. “You realise our tomfool government gave him back all the islands we’d taken from him with such trouble? Now we’ve got to fight for Martinique and Guadeloupe all over again. Maybe for a lot of others too, if the Spanish and Dutch chip in with France. That means actions at sea for us, Fitton—glory and promotion on the cards again.”


“For you, I daresay. I shall very likely be appointed to command Hercule’s tender.”


The bitterness he could not keep out of his voice passed unnoticed by Gardiner, who was refilling his guest’s glass.


“More than likely,” he agreed. “Dunn’s well aware of your reputation in that line. Gipsy’s neat enough—schooner, ten long 4-pounders and crew of forty-two, fastest little craft on a wind I ever saw—but she’s old and her planking’s too light to stand shot. You’ll like her, though.”


“I trust so,” said Mr Fitton stolidly,


Gardiner held up his glass to the light of the slow-swinging cabin lantern overhead and squinted at its clear ruby colour. “Bolger—lieutenant—commanded her. Sailed home with me in April. He didn’t get much action in peacetime, of course, but from what I saw of him it was just as well. You’ll be the right man in the right place there.”


“I trust so,” said Mr Fitton again.


“But you don’t think so,” said the captain, frowning at him. “Between friends, Michael—what’s the trouble?”


The wine and Gardiner’s sympathy between them loosened Mr Fitton’s tongue. Briefly and unemotionally he told of his ambitions and their frustration by Captain Vansittart. The frigate captain heard him out and then squared his elbows on the little table with a thoughtful air.


“It’s a damned shame, I agree,” he said. “But nil desperandum, my lad. What’s to prevent you from applying for a transfer? See here. You apply through Captain Dunn in proper form to transfer to Princess Charlotte. At the same time, I request the Admiral for an additional deck officer—”


“It’s most kind of you, sir, but I can’t—”


“Kind be damned. I can do with half a dozen Fittons on board here, if there were more than one.” Gardiner rubbed his chin. “It may be sailing close to the wind, though. Sir John Thomas Duckworth’s as fond of the doubloons as the rest of us and you’re the goose that lays the golden eggs—he knows that from Vansittart. Still, he’s a man of heart and a good fellow. So’s Dunn. When you report to Dunn inform him of your intention to apply for a transfer, and why. He’ll appreciate early information. Will you do that?”


“Indeed I will, and thank you.”


Gardiner nodded and raised his glass. “Then we’ll drink to a successful issue—and to that long-delayed commission of yours.”


The hope engendered by this conversation made the concluding days of the voyage pleasant enough to Mr Fitton. Gardiner doubled his lookouts and held the frigate in continuous preparedness as she approached the Spanish islands, for Spain was Bonaparte’s lackey though not yet at war with Britain; but though, entering the Caribbean by the Windward Passage, she sighted a number of distant sail, no vessel came near enough for identification. As bearer of most urgent dispatches to the Admiral Princess Charlotte was of course debarred from giving chase. Without speaking any ship, she raised the Blue Mountains at daybreak of a June morning and was rounding Morant Point on the south-east tip of Jamaica well before noon. The blue waters and the silver showers of flying-fish, the blistering noon sunshine tempered by cool salt air, the familiar landfalls and the spicy offshore breeze, brought an unexpected pang of emotion to Michael Fitton. This was a homecoming.


Gardiner was away in the cutter with his dispatches as soon as the frigate had passed Fort Charles and acknowledged the fort’s saluting cannon. Princess Charlotte crept on before very light airs into the almost landlocked harbour of Kingston and picked up her old moorings, astern of the flagship Hercule and abreast of her sister frigate Pique. The multifarious demands of a frigate after a 4,000-mile voyage, in dealing with which Mr Fitton had his part to play, occupied the rest of that day, and it was the following morning when he came aboard the flagship to report himself to Captain Dunn in Hercule’s stern-cabin.


Dunn was a heavily built man in his forties, with cropped brown hair and a genial red face. He greeted Mr Fitton formally and having done so relaxed into playful informality.


“Gad, it’s a relief to see you’re human,” he declared. “You’re something of a legend in Kingston, y’ know—Ferret and Active and so forth. Well, Gipsy, my present tender, is a handy craft and you’ll take command of her. I’ve the Admiral’s express order to that effect.”


“Thank you, sir.” Mr Fitton brought himself to his next utterance with an effort. “But I should inform you—if you’ll allow me, sir—that I propose to submit an application for transfer to Princess Charlotte, Captain Gardiner concurring. Pray do not think me ungrateful—”


“I don’t. I’d expected this.” Dunn nodded at him kindly.


“I’m aware of your case, Mr Fitton. An excellent record, recommendations a-plenty but no lieutenancy, and now a petty command against privateers and such—Gad, I’d apply for transfer in your place. Well, your application will have to be ratified by the Admiral. And I tell you frankly—” he cocked a quizzical eye at Mr Fitton—“that Sir John is most unlikely to ratify it.”


If he thought to detect disappointment in that wooden countenance he was mistaken.


“However,” he went on, “it won’t be Rear-Admiral Duckworth who receives your application. He’s recalled by Admiralty dispatch and sails for England in Pique tomorrow.” He beamed encouragingly at Mr Fitton. “So your application will be passed to his successor, who’s expected here before the end of the month. I fancy it will have more success with Rear-Admiral Richard Dacres.”
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