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Prologue
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‘Those far distant, storm-beaten ships, upon which the Grand Army never looked, stood between it and the dominion of the world’

Alfred Thayer Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power

***
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‘Let us be masters of the Channel for six hours and we are masters of the world’

Napoleon Bonaparte

***
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‘Is there anything as crazy as the British Navy

Declaring an island’s a ship in their fleet?’

Jordan Keyes, The Island of Diamond Rock (song)

***
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1805

Napoleon, Emperor of France, has assembled a huge army, the Armée d’Angleterre, at the port of Boulogne, only thirty miles from the coast of England. He believes that if he can get the army in its invasion barges across the English Channel, Britain will be rapidly defeated. The Royal Navy, which blockades France and keeps the French Navy bottled up in its Atlantic and Mediterranean bases, is determined to stop him. Napoleon devises a plan – his ships will break out of their French bases, Toulon, Brest and Rochefort, cross the Atlantic, and assemble, with their Spanish allies, into a vast fleet which can take command of the Channel and cover Napoleon’s invasion.

Admiral Villeneuve, with a French fleet carrying thousands of soldiers, manages to escape from Toulon, evade Nelson, pick up Spanish reinforcements and make his way to Martinique. 

Less than a mile off the coast of Martinique, only five miles from the Empress Josephine’s birthplace, and commanding the approach to the main French base in the West Indies, is the small precipitous island of Diamond Rock. Through astonishing feats of seamanship, daring and ad-hoc engineering, the British under Admiral Hood and the ingenious and determined Lieutenant Maurice have taken possession of the island, fortified it and commissioned it into the navy as HMS Diamond Rock. 

Napoleon is incensed by this ‘impudence’ and the failure of an earlier fleet to capture the ‘stone frigate’. He orders Villeneuve to take Diamond Rock. 
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​Chapter 1 – The Song
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Day after day, Commander Snowden lay in his narrow cot as Herault, rolling her trade wind roll, did her best to tip him out of it, while at the same time comforting him with familiar sounds – the wash of the sea along her side, the slatting of sails, the creak of cordage and timber. His thoughts were becoming more coherent, but he just could not remember – anything.

It was the song that did it, jolted him ... somewhere on deck, quite distant, a band struck up, a familiar tune, and men began to sing. He tapped out the rhythm with his hand on the side of the cot and started to sing along:

Ah! ça ira, ça ira, ça ira

The band. Fiddles, pipes and drums, a bigger band than ... 

Ensign Watton’s. Watton, with his band on Oleander’s deck, off Salé, playing for him as he returned to the ship with the Conde de Premià, playing the tune Watton had learned from the defeated French soldiers in Corsica. 

Ah! ça ira, ça ira, ça ira

Ensign Watton, a smile on his boyish face: “Don’t know the meaning of the song, Sir, I just like the tune”. Yes, Watton, I believe you, he had thought, but not said.

Ensign Watton. He remembered, God he remembered. Watton, looking so young, lying lifeless on the bank of the canal. Memory, flooding back, like a spring tide returning over a gently sloping beach.

The hopeless diversion ashore at Maguelone, the explosion, the enormous thump on the back. Watton’s body, headache, deafness, the bleak beach, full of enemies, night in the dinghy with the pitiless Mistral blowing, bilge water surging over him, cold, cold.

And Oleander? His precious ship? Had she survived? He had last seen her, illuminated by the muzzle flashes of the ambushing gunboats as she closed with the beach at Maguelone, intent on rescuing him. 

The cheerful French ship’s surgeon visited and, when Snowden told him that his memory seemed to have returned, patted him on the shoulder. 

“You will recover, mon ami, of that there is no doubt. We will bring you on deck for some sunshine, and feed you up, you will be, to use an English expression ‘right as rain’. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Gustave Mercier, Surgeon of Herault. You remember your own name now?”

“My name is Snowden, Percy Snowden. I am a commander in the Royal Navy.” 

The Surgeon, recognising the name, looked keenly at the man lying in the cot. “Are you really Snowden? The man who burnt the Emperor’s barges? The name is well known in our navy. You are famous, Commander, and I am pleased to meet you.”

The Surgeon stepped back. “Commander Snowden, I must bring the captain to you.”

Snowden called out as the man stepped away: “Where are we bound?”

Mercier turned and looked at Snowden “for Martinique, via Guadeloupe, Monsieur.”

He felt weak, depressed – captive aboard the French warship that had rescued him from the drifting dinghy in the Mediterranean and was now taking him across the Atlantic, westwards, away from home.

The Surgeon returned, accompanied by another officer, who introduced himself.

“Albert Duval, capitaine de corvette, commander of this ship.” 

“Percy Snowden, commander ... “

Duval held up his hand. “We know, Snowden, commander of Oleander. There is not a naval man in France who has not heard of you, and in fact I have met you before, or at least tried to, when I was premier of Helene. We were a little late when you came out of Aber Wrac’h, and that schooner of yours went up to windward and through the Four. If we had arrived a few minutes earlier ...”

Snowden nodded, remembering. The French frigates had laid a trap for Oleander, in Brittany, and had nearly caught her.

“Where did you go after that?” asked Duval. “It came on to blow very hard.”

“Through the Four, and then the Raz,” said Snowden, referring to the tide-swept passages around Ushant. “It was not pleasant.”

“I am sure it was not. Yes, Snowden, even the Emperor knows of you. Knows! It is more than that! He is quite determined to stop you, so much so that he brought in no less a person than Admiral Morlaix to set up a special command. It seems, from your presence on my ship, destitute, that Morlaix has succeeded.”

Morlaix, thought Snowden, and grimaced. He might have guessed. “I know Morlaix,” he said, “I have come across him on several occasions. I have even been to his house in Paris. His daughter ...” He tailed off, thinking that perhaps he was giving too much away.

“Snowden,” said Duval, “I have duties to attend to. It is an honour to have such an officer in my ship. Perhaps you will dine with me as soon as you are able. Good night.”

Duval turned and walked to the companionway.

​​
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​Chapter 2 – Orders
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Oleander lay alongside the wharf at Gibraltar. A raft had been rigged under her bowsprit, and men worked on it, making a permanent repair to the bobstay fitting which had been damaged by French fire at Maguelone and temporarily repaired by the ship’s carpenter.

Lieutenant Kennedy, watching the repairs from the jetty, was acutely aware that he would soon be parted from the ship. He relished the opportunity that had been given him, to serve on Nelson’s staff, but his service in Oleander with Snowden had been without doubt the best time of his life. He knew that much of his success was due to Snowden’s inspiring leadership, but Kennedy had been tried, severely tried, and had come through.

He started as Pascoe, the young man who had similarly shone under Snowden’s leadership, came up to him.

“Nearly complete, Sir,” Pascoe said. “Looking forward to the next part of your life? Will you miss us Oleanders?”

“I will, Pascoe. She’s a fine ship, with a fine crew, it’s just a shame ...”

“I know, Sir, but we couldn’t have done any different. We had to leave and then come here, when we saw the Frenchies.”

Kennedy had been wounded and Oleander damaged as the ship stood into a beach in the Gulf of Lions in an attempt to rescue Snowden. They had had to clear out to sea to make temporary repairs, and while hove to had spotted a large French fleet which had slipped past Lord Nelson’s blockade of Toulon and was heading west towards the Strait of Gibraltar. Forced to abandon any hope of rescuing Snowden, they had returned to Gibraltar to report what they had seen.

“So I tell myself, but I feel I’m leaving something unfinished.”

An unfamiliar lieutenant arrived on the wharf, carrying a package. 

“Mr Kennedy,” the man said, “may we go to the cabin?” 

Pascoe raised an eyebrow and said to no one in particular, “That looks like orders.”

Pascoe’s surmise had been correct, and in the cabin Kennedy read the orders. When he had finished, he looked up at the lieutenant.

“Well, this is a surprise,” he said.

“It is all hands to the pump, presently,” said the lieutenant, “with the French breaking out.”

“Did he give you any verbal message to pass on?” Kennedy asked, referring to Admiral Jameson.

“No, Mr Kennedy, only the written orders.”

“Very well. Will you take a glass?”

“I’d very much like to, but I’m directed to hurry back after delivering the orders.”

“I see,” said Kennedy, “in that case ...”

“On the other hand,” said the lieutenant, “I’ve had a long trip and some refreshment would not go amiss.”

When the lieutenant had gone, Kennedy turned to Cox, the steward. 

“Have Mr Pascoe and Mr Luciani repair to the cabin, directly, if you please.”

When they were sat around the table, Kennedy said, “It seems that Lord Nelson will have to make do without my services for some time.” 

“How so, Sir?” asked Luciani, Oleander’s Corsican Master.

“Orders, Mister, from Admiral Jameson.”

Luciani and Pascoe, as though on cue, snorted loudly – Jameson had been responsible for planning the disastrous raid which had led to the loss of a frigate and many men, including Snowden.

Noting Kennedy’s disapproving look, Pascoe recovered himself quickly and asked, “What are the orders, Sir?”

“Bermuda, Pascoe.”

“Bermuda, Sir?” asked Luciani.

“Yes, we are to take despatches there, presumably to warn that a French fleet is in the Atlantic.”

“Keep us out of the way, more like,” muttered Pascoe.

“That is quite enough of that, Pascoe,” said Kennedy, though the lieutenant carrying the orders had clearly implied that the Admiral was keen to have Kennedy removed from the scene. 

“I am sure that never crossed the Admiral’s mind, Mr Pascoe,” he continued, as Pascoe nodded apologetically. “Now, as to the course we should take.”

Pascoe produced a chart, laid it on the table, and set to work with dividers and parallel rule. He looked up. “About 2,900 miles if we go direct, quite a bit longer if we go down to the trade wind. Bermuda’s about 32 degrees North, so the Trades would be a considerable diversion, but, let me see.”

He set to again and said, half to himself, “If we go down to the trades, say 20 North, off the Cape Verdes, the distance is about 3,500 miles – say three days difference.”

He sat in thought for a moment.

“I’d like to consult Bowditch" he opened Snowden’s frequently consulted copy of Nathanial Bowditch’s masterpiece, American Practical Navigator “and see what else I can find, but I think I’d be inclined to do the Trades. We don’t want to get mixed up with the Azores High – not much wind there.”

Luciani looked at Kennedy. “Are you to be in command, Ken?”

“So it seems, Giotto, I don’t think they have anyone else on the beach here at short notice. I’m now Commander Kennedy, and you are Lieutenant Pasco, and Acting Lieutenant Luciani.”

Pascoe and Luciani looked at each other, smiling.  Luciani spoke “That is certainly something, Ken. I hope you’re happy, even if you are not to join Nelson’s staff. Interest can be a double-edged sword, should your patron fall out of favour or, God forbid, die. Now you have your own ship and a jump in rank,” he looked at Pascoe, again absorbed in American Practical Navigator, “at least we’ll be able to find Bermuda.”
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​​Chapter 3 – Légion d'Honneur 
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“That was quite a climb for your husband, Odile,” said the Emperor. “I hope it was worth it.”

“I am quite sure it was,” replied Odile Morlaix. “He is really very proud, though he tries not to show it. And, Sir, he very much appreciated your gesture.”

On the previous day, in the courtyard of Fontainebleau, Napoleon had invested Admiral Morlaix with the Légion d'honneur. Morlaix, missing a leg since the action in St Malo, had had to be assisted by two officers up the stairs of the dais to where Napoleon sat. To the astonishment of the spectators, after the investiture, the Emperor had stood up and helped Morlaix back down the steps.

There was considerable mutual admiration between Odile Morlaix and the Emperor, and they were sitting in Napoleon’s private room in the palace, at a table with glasses in front of them.

“Soon, I think later today, Odile, Decrès will make an offer to your husband ...”

Odile stiffened and said with some vehemence, “He is not yet ready for the sea. The recent business has exhausted him and ...”

“We appreciate that, Odile. I was about to say that we believe that he, and you, may be of great service to France, in a different sphere.”

Odile, abashed, nodded as the Emperor continued, “And I have asked you here to make plain that I very much hope that you will be able to accept the service that Decrès will ask of you.”

“May I ask what this service will be?”

Napoleon said, with a dismissive hand gesture, “I think it is better if Decrès tells you.”

***

[image: ]


Admiral Morlaix was not surprised to be asked to meet Decrès, the Minister of Marine, but he was surprised that the Minister had requested that his wife be present as well.

“Your award, Morlaix - thoroughly deserved, if I may say so. I think that it will be a long time before the English mount any more raids,” said Decrès, referring to the trap that Morlaix had successfully set for the English at the Malpas tunnel on the Canal du Midi. He turned to his aide, a smartly dressed senior captain, and continued, “Admiral Morlaix and I go back a long way, Giraud. We were comrades at the Battle of the Saintes.”

“I did not know that, Sir,” replied the aide. “A bad business, that battle.”

“Indeed it was, Giraud.” 

He turned to Morlaix and Odile. “Your daughter is in America?”

“She is, Decrès,” replied Morlaix, in a tone of bewilderment. “Why do you mention that?”

“Because we would like you to visit her.”

Morlaix and Odile looked at each other. “Why would you like us to do that?” asked Odile.

“Because, Madame Morlaix, we have a shortage of gunpowder, a considerable shortage, for our navy, and indeed our military in the West Indies. There is little capacity for producing powder in the Islands, and importation from France is difficult. Blockade runners have delivered some American powder, but the quality has been indifferent.”

Odile looked at Decrès. “What has that to do with us visiting our daughter?” 

She glanced at her husband and saw comprehension starting to dawn on his face as Decrès replied, “Because, Madame, your daughter’s husband is an employee of Monsieur du Pont, or more specifically of his firm, E.I. DuPont de Nemours & Company, which manufactures high quality powder on Brandywine Creek, in Delaware.”

Odile put her hand on her husband’s arm, happiness flooding over her, and when she looked into his eyes she could see that the same was happening to him. 

Morlaix turned to Decrès. “What do you want us to do?”

“To visit your daughter and, quietly, inspect Monsieur du Pont’s works. If satisfactory, we wish you to arrange for powder to be delivered to our colonies in the Caribbean.” He looked at Giraud. “It is Captain Giraud’s plan and he will brief you.”

“And my present command, the coastal defence?”

“It is the view of the Emperor that the English are unlikely to attempt any more raids on the French mainland for some time. The system of coastal defence you have set up is efficient, and so your presence at Beziers is no longer necessary. He considers the mission to the United States to be of greater importance.”

***
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They had spent two weeks in Paris. Odile had quickly got back into the swing of life in the capital, Morlaix’s recent success had done their reputation no harm, and the house was frequently filled with guests. Now they were at their house in Agen and Odile was sitting in the garden, dozing, when her husband touched her arm. 

“Oh, hello, you startled me. I didn’t hear you coming.”

“It’s the leather patch on the wooden leg, helps with the grip as well. Captain Badeau is leaving. Will you come and say goodbye?”

Badeau, until now Morlaix’s second in command, was taking his commander’s place in charge of the coastal defence force Morlaix had established. When Badeau had departed and they had seated themselves in the garden, Morlaix said, “There’s a ship, nearly ready for sea, at Pauillac. I have made arrangements for us to travel aboard her.”

“A nice big ship, I hope.”

“Not very, Odile, a Yankee schooner.” He smiled, “I should think she is probably similar to the cursed Oleander.” He paused and looked at his wife. “A Yankee ship, Payoff.”

“Is that ...?”

“Yes it is, it’s the ship that took Dominique and Jacques to America! Her Master, Molineux, seems to make a living from running the blockade from the Gironde.”​
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​Chapter 4 – Oleander Heads West
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A fine levanter, an east wind, was blowing as Oleander passed through the Strait of Gibraltar. The setting sun was shining on her sails as Cape Spartel, the north-westerly point of the African continent came abeam, and she turned south-west, into the open Atlantic, making good progress in the strong breeze. On the afternoon of the third day, as the ship rushed along under full sail at eleven knots or so, there was a shout from the masthead: “Land clouds ahead. Fine on the starboard bow.”

“That’ll be Tenerife,” said Pascoe to Luciani as he looked up from his chart. “Giotto, don’t even say it!” 

Pascoe had developed a habit of saying “just about where I thought we’d be” when Oleander made a landfall, and to his outward discomfiture, but secret pride, this had become a source of amusement aboard the ship.

“Of course I won’t say it, Pascoe.”

Kennedy, who had heard the lookout’s shout, appeared on deck, and looked at Pascoe. “Are we just about where you thought we’d be?”

Luciani turned away, chortling, as Kennedy continued.  “Tenerife, is it? It certainly generates a lot of cloud.”

Tenerife, one of the Canary Islands, had a huge volcano at its centre, about twelve thousand feet high, and the cloud frequently clinging to the mountain made the island visible for an enormous distance.

“Yes, Sir”, said Pascoe, smiling, “it’ll be Tenerife all right. I’ll shoot some stars at dusk with Mr Luciani, but there’s not much doubt.”

Kennedy considered. “I think we’ll pull her in a bit for the night.”

“I don’t believe there’s any need, Sir ...”

At a glance from Kennedy, Pascoe stopped, and Kennedy continued, “I know, Mr Pascoe, but the winds between these high islands are often pretty strong, and flukey.”

Kennedy, like all officers commanding schooners, had an abiding fear that there would be an unexpected wind shift and the ship would gybe, sending the great booms crashing across the deck, with potentially serious results. The square topsails and staysails were very much less likely to be taken aback by a wind shift.

“I think we’ll snug her down to the square sails and staysails. Mr Luciani!”

“Aye aye, Sir, square sails and staysails.”

A whistle blew and barefoot men climbed the ratlines up the masts, while others tailed on ropes. The great fore and mainsails were furled, and the ship became steadier. Pascoe went to the stern, inspected the patent log, and came back to Kennedy.

“Still doing eight knots, Sir.”

He was interrupted by another shout from the masthead: 

“On deck, I can see the mountain.”

And later, as it was getting dark, another call came from the foremast, “Land fine on the port bow.”

“Grand Canary,” said Pascoe, rather smugly.

There was another shout from the masthead: “Sail, two points on the starboard bow.”

“Up and have a look,” said Kennedy to Pascoe, “you might be better off with this,” holding out the night glass.

A few minutes later, Pascoe, slightly out of breath, came back to the quarterdeck.

“A brig, Sir, I reckon she’s for Santa Cruz.”

Santa Cruz was the main port of Tenerife, a heavily fortified base of the Spanish navy.

“Get the sails back on her,” said Kennedy, “we’ll go and have a look.”

***
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It did not take Oleander long to catch up with the ship, a small Portuguese brig. She was a merchantman, no match for Oleander, and when the British ship fired a gun, the Portuguese backed his topsails and hove to. The gig was launched, and Luciani, accompanied by Marine Ensign Vause, Watton’s replacement, was rowed across the dark sea to the brig.  They returned shortly afterwards with a passenger.

“Sir,” said Luciani, “this is Captain Alves. He has interesting information, but I think it better if you hear it directly from him.”

In the cabin, a glass in front of him, Alves told Kennedy that he had seen a French fleet two days before, south-west of Madeira. A big fleet.  He believed there were 18 big ships as well as smaller ones, and they were heading “south of West”.

Kennedy’s pulse quickened. The French, they must be bound for the West Indies!

“This is very interesting, Captain Alves. If you will excuse me for a moment.”

“Of course, Senhor, but I must get back to my ship.”

“I will not detain you long.”

On deck, Kennedy spoke to Luciani and Vause: “The skipper says he saw the French fleet a couple of days ago. That could be very important, but I don’t want any mistakes. Go back to the brig and speak to the mate and anyone else you can think of – even the crew – and see if they confirm his story.”

Back in the cabin, Kennedy opened his notebook and spoke to the Portuguese skipper.

“Please go over your account again, Sir, from the beginning. You left Funchal on ...?”

Vause and Luciani, when they returned from the brig, told Kennedy that the Portuguese crew had confirmed what their skipper had said – they had sighted a big French fleet south of Madeira a few days before, and the fleet was heading south-west.

From the deck, Luciani watched as the Portuguese brig squared her yards and continued her voyage. He expected an order to get the ship underway, and when he did not get one, went to the cabin. Kennedy was seated at the table, on which he’d pinned an Atlantic chart, and was staring fixedly at it, absorbed.

“Orders, Sir?”

Kennedy looked up in surprise. “Not just now, Giotto. I want to think about what we should do with this information.”

Kennedy was normally a decisive man, and Luciani, surprised, replied, “Very good, Sir, I’ll keep her as she is,” and went back out to the deck, meeting quizzical looks with a shake of his head. About an hour later, Cox, the captain’s steward, came up and asked Luciani to repair to the cabin.

When Luciani entered, Kennedy was sitting with Pascoe at the table. Without preamble Kennedy said, “We have very important information, vital. The French – Villeneuve - must be headed to the Caribbean, there is no other explanation. Nelson may already know where they’re going, but if he does not ... No, we have to go back, to Gib. It is possible that Nelson may already be on his way to the Caribbean. If that is the case, we must make every effort to meet him. Explain the plan, Pascoe, if you please.”

Pointing to the chart, Pascoe began, “Sir, we have to get back to Gib as soon as possible. However, Nelson may be headed for the Caribbean, and so we must maximise our chances of meeting him. Nelson has the reputation for direct sailing, rather than heading south for the Trades, as we were doing, and then turning west. This means his course is likely to be this,” he pointed to the chart, “south of Madeira, and then direct for, let us say, Barbados.” He pointed to a series of crosses on the chart, which was based on the Mercator projection, so that the course to Barbados appeared as a curve.

Kennedy nodded and spoke, “Our best bet for meeting any British fleet is to head north from here, towards Madeira, and then turn towards Gib.”

Luciani nodded, “Getting up to Madeira will be a flog to windward.”

“It will,” agreed Kennedy, “but Oleander can do it, if any ship can.” Oleander, Bermuda built with lightweight cedar, and with her extravagant fore and aft sail plan, was, as scientifically determined on her trials, on most points of sailing the fastest ship in the Navy, bettered only by the larger ships on a run directly downwind.

“There is another point to consider,” said Kennedy. “In the night, there’s a possibility that we could sail straight through the British fleet without realising. To minimise this possibility, we’ll heave to during the hours of darkness. Needless to say, we’ll keep a very good lookout at all times.”

***
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Five days later, during which time they had not fallen in with the British fleet, or indeed seen hardly any ships at all, Oleander sighted a British frigate, Dorchester, patrolling across the Strait of Gibraltar. The two ships hove to close together, and Kennedy went aboard the larger vessel. He delivered his despatch and verbal message to the frigate’s commander, Captain Robertson.

“I appreciate the importance of this, Kennedy. Vital stuff. I’ll act immediately. Your orders, you say, are for Bermuda?”

“They are, Captain Robertson, but I would like to discuss something with you. The information I have about the French fleet is of extreme importance, as you say, and I believe I should warn the people in the West Indies that the French are heading their way. I’m proposing to call at Antigua en route.”

“A very proper course of action, in my opinion, Commander Kennedy.”

Confident that Dorchester’s captain appreciated the importance of his despatch, and grateful for his support for his decision to head towards Antigua, base of the British Leeward Islands Squadron, Kennedy returned to Oleander.

“Change of plan – Antigua,” he said to Pascoe on his return to the ship. “You remember the way to Tenerife, I expect!” 

***
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The dawn of the fourth day out from Gibraltar revealed the towering peak of Tenerife on the starboard quarter and the lower mountains of Grand Canary astern to port. The two high islands funnelled the wind between them, and the night had been quite wild, with only a glimpse of lights on the islands. Oleander’s fore and aft sails were still furled, and Kennedy was glad that he had taken them in.

“Shall we try the fore squaresail, Sir?” asked Pascoe.

In Gibraltar, Lieutenant Pascoe, a deep-thinking young man, knowing that a long trade wind passage was imminent, had suggested that a spare mainsail should be modified to work as a square foresail. The ship’s sailmaker had finished the sail the day before, and Pascoe was very keen to try it.

“After breakfast”, said Kennedy. 

It took all morning to get the square foresail bent on and adjusted to Pascoe’s satisfaction, but the result was impressive, and soon the ship was surging along at ten knots, heading south-west until she found the north-east trade wind at about 19 degrees North. She turned to starboard, west towards Antigua, more than 2,000 miles distant.

​​
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​Chapter 5 – Squall
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A steward brought food. Snowden, depressed by his memories, had little appetite, but he forced himself to eat, and felt better for it. 

He was coming to terms with his memories, and his mood improved. He listened to the sounds of the ship as, with considerable shouting, much more than there ever was in Oleander, where a voice was hardly ever raised, sail was reduced, and she was prepared for the long tropical night.

He slept.

***
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Herault’s commander, Albert Duval, capitaine de corvette of the Imperial Navy, sat alone in his cabin, thinking. The man they had rescued from the dinghy in the Mediterranean, injured and near death, was the famous Snowden! He had not captured him in battle, that would have been something, but Snowden, Napoleon’s bête noire, was here, aboard his ship. He was glad they had rescued him from the little boat – but how had Snowden come to be in it? If his ship, Oleander, had sunk, he would not be in its dinghy by himself, with no other people and no wreckage nearby. No, it was a mystery, and he looked forward to another conversation with the English officer.

But first, there was work to do. He stood and went onto the quarterdeck. Lieutenant Cartier, a young, nervous man, saw him approaching in the dim moonlight, and drew himself up.

“Good evening, Cartier.”

“Good evening, Sir. Course west by south. Wind from the east, a jolie brise, Sir, topsails and staysail only. Molene on the port quarter, about a mile distant.”

“Squalls?” asked Duval, his eyes scanning the horizon astern of the ship as he spoke. It seemed clear, but it was damned difficult to tell in the dark. He saw the dim blue light of their fellow frigate, Molene, but there seemed to be no threatening clouds. How he hated these long tropical nights.

“None visible, Sir.”

“Lookouts?”

“Yes, Sir, as attentive as I can make them.” 

Though Herault was a warship, a frigate, she was ‘en flûte’, essentially converted into a cargo ship, with a small crew and reduced armament. In Toulon, many of Herault’s experienced seamen had been taken from her to bolster the crews of ships that were expected to fight, leaving her with many inexperienced crew members, including a number of landsmen, and this was a constant worry for Duval.

“Ports?”

The weather was warm and humid, and the following wind meant that there was a lack of ventilation in the interior of the ship. The men, some of them ignorant of the consequences of their actions, and one or two of them uncaring, sometimes opened the gun ports, making the heavily laden ship vulnerable to flooding if she heeled in a sudden squall.

“All closed, Sir,” Cartier considered. “At least, they were an hour ago.”

Duval walked around the ship’s upper deck, exchanging pleasantries with the men he encountered, spoke to the quartermaster at the wheel, doffed his hat to Cartier, and went through the door to his cabin. He thought about visiting Snowden, a man who similarly knew the loneliness of command, but he put the thought aside – the hour was late, and the Englishman needed to rest.

He was sleeping, uneasily, when he was awoken by the noise of incredibly heavy rain on the deck above his head. A squall, he thought, as he struggled into his coat, let us hope it’s only rain.

***
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Snowden was awakened by shouting above him, “Rafale, rafale!” and the sound of torrential rain. A squall, there’d been several so far on this trip across the Atlantic. Herault, as far as he could tell by her motion when sailing, was heavy laden, and they’d snugged her down at sunset.  She’d be all right, but then ... then, the wind came with a great roar, and the ship staggered awkwardly. Caught aback, he realised, as she heeled violently, flogging sails sending vibrations through the ship’s structure. There was a deeper roar followed by splintering noises - guns, breaking free. More shouting, more crashes. Masts and spars, he thought, they’re either cutting them away or ... they’re just falling. He heard the sound of axes, and then there was an enormous concussion, a deluge of water soaked him, and moonlight trickled into his dark cabin through gaps around a great yard that had fallen through the deck above, narrowly missing him and almost filling the space with the sail that it had been supporting. The ship’s list was so great now that he was hanging onto the cot, tying to stop himself sliding to leeward, his world turned on its side. 

Relieved of her masts, the ship recovered slightly, but the wind shrieked even louder, and she heeled further, to the sounds of cargo shifting in her hold and more guns breaking free. 

The ship was almost on her beam ends now. In the moonlight, as he clung onto his cot, his back supported by what, when the ship was level, had been its side, he saw water surging below him. She was going, he realised, and despite his weakness, tried to make his way past the sail and yard blocking his path to the companionway. With a sick feeling, he knew he was trapped. He shouted, shouted, and shouted again, but his voice was weak with disuse, and there was no response. He tore at the heavy canvas, but it was stiff and wet, roped at its edges, incredibly strong, and he knew it was hopeless. If only he had a knife ...

***
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As went onto the deck, Duval heard the wind coming, shrieking, saw a line of foam on the sea’s surface advancing, and then, as the gust hit the ship, she staggered, heeling, her sails shaking, before they were blown violently aback and shredded.  Yards crashed to the deck. He heard the sound of guns and cargo shifting as the ship heeled almost onto her beam ends.

A time of unbelievable horror - the ship’s list was so great that Duval knew that the only chance of righting her was to cut away the rigging in the hope that the masts would go by the board and the ship would right herself sufficiently so that the pumps could be manned. With the officers and men, those that were uninjured and able to work, labouring in darkness and flying spray mixed with rain, he struggled to cut away the masts as the ship lay almost horizontal, rigging and spars trailing alongside her, but, as dawn broke, he realised that it was hopeless, the ship would not right herself. She lay helpless, lolling broadside to the waves whose crests broke and surged against her. 

The sun rose, suddenly as it does in the tropics, and the wind, which had been easing for some time, changed from a malevolent monster into a steady trade wind. Ahead, he could see the dark clouds of the squall as it headed westward, away from the ship. The crew, wet through, cold and exhausted, turned their faces to the sun, feeling its warmth. They had done well, he thought, the landsmen, the fleet rejects. Some of them, it was true, had found wine somewhere, and a few were obviously dead drunk, but they had done all they could. The ship was clearly doomed, sinking gradually deeper into the sea. His first ship, a total loss. Would it have been any different if he had a full warship’s crew, made up of prime seamen? He started to make his way across the almost vertical deck towards the remains of the ship’s boats, and was joined by Lieutenant Cartier, a serious gash in his head, and the Boatswain, a man of perhaps sixty, almost the only professional seaman in the crew, his face looking grey and old despite the sunshine.

“The ship is going, Captain,” he said. “She’s dead in the water. I don’t know how long we ...”

His point was emphasised by a loud noise as one of the masts floating alongside gave the ship’s hull a mighty blow. The Boatswain gestured to the boats, which had been neatly chocked down and stacked when the ship had left France but were now hanging from their lashings, their appearance closer to a pile of firewood than finely worked products of the Arsenal de Rochefort. The only boat that seemed to have escaped damage was the small one at the top of the stack – the dinghy in which they had found the Englishman.

“These boats, it doesn’t look promising,” he began, “unless we can all fit into the English dinghy.” He paused, thinking. “Perhaps we can make something of the longboat ...”

There was a shout, and then a ragged cheer from the crew, and Duval and his companions looked up. Cartier pointed, making inarticulate sounds in his throat, and grabbed Duval’s coat, more, the captain thought, for support than emphasis. Emerging from the black squall ahead, the rising sun starkly illuminating the stumps of her masts and a chaos of fallen rigging and sails, but indisputably upright and floating, was a ship.

“My God, Molene,” said the Bosun, his voice made hoarse by exhaustion and salt water.

“So it is, by God,” said Duval, as the ship lurched again. “I’ve never seen a finer sight.  They’ve seen us – they’re launching a boat!”

A wave, larger than the rest, washed over the ship. There was a cry, and Duval saw that it had taken two men overboard. The men were being carried to leeward by the wind and waves, away from the waterlogged ship. One of them was attempting to support the other, but they were clearly in distress, unable to swim back to the ship. Duval, almost without thinking, removed his jacket and grabbed an oar, which was protruding from the wreckage of one of the boats.
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