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​Chapter 1 – Captain Wright
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Lieutenant Snowden, dressed in unassuming civilian clothes, paid off the Thames boatman and climbed the steps which led into an alley between high buildings. He walked along the passageway and into busy Narrow Street, which ran behind the warehouses fronting onto the river. The wharves were crowded with merchant ships, their yards trimmed fore and aft so that they did not break the windows of the buildings, and the street was a confusion of activity, with wagons moving goods into and out of the warehouses, using cranes mounted high on their walls to access upper storeys. 

He enquired of a labourer, and saw the location for his meeting, The Grapes, a public house squeezed between two warehouses. As he drew near, a man in nondescript clothes pushed himself off the wall he had been leaning on and fell in step with Snowden. Snowden glanced at the man and started in surprise.

“Captain Wright!”

“No ranks today, Snowden, if you please. If you’d be good enough to follow me, I’ve engaged a private room.”

They went into The Grapes, which was busy and rather gloomy, Snowden following Wright as he pushed his way through the crowd, climbed some stairs, and entered a small dark panelled room. The room’s window overlooked the river and was at the same level as the mainyard of a ship which was made fast to the wharf outside the public house. The ship, a collier by the look of her, was aground because of the low spring tide.

Wright indicated a chair and poured two glasses. 

“Your health, Snowden. Thank you for coming.” Wright’s voice was slightly tinged by an accent which Snowden could not identify but which he thought might be Spanish.

“My pleasure, Cap ... I mean Mr Wright. Oleander’s at Deptford, and the tide has a few hours of flood left in it.”

“A splendid ship, famous, too.” 

Snowden knew Wright was referring to the pamphlet that had been published about Oleander’s recent cruise, written by a member of the ship’s company identified only as a ‘British Tar’. It had become a public sensation, and Snowden and Signora Bianca, the mysterious ‘female Corsican bandita’, the heroes of the hour. Snowden admitted to himself that he did not mind the attention it brought him.

“Thank you.”

“Yes, I saw Oleander this morning as I came up the river. Mine’s at the Nore.”

“Yours is ...?”

“Vincejo.” He pronounced the name as a Spaniard might have done. “Vincy Joe, the sailors call her, a brig, captured from the Spanish. Not so spectacular as your ship, Snowden, but a very handy vessel.” 

Snowden had a shrewd idea that any ship commanded by Wright, who was as much spy as sea officer and who had escaped from imprisonment in the Temple with Sidney Smith, was likely to be employed in some covert activity. 

“What do you do with her?”

Wright looked at him and smiled. “Not much at the moment, I’m spending most of my time at Whitehall.” 

“What is this about, Sir – sorry – Wright. Why here?”

“I would have met you at the Admiralty, Snowden, but I fear that our discussions might be observed.”

Snowden felt a twinge of unease “Observed, Wright?”

“Yes, and perhaps overheard. I have learned in my career that discretion is essential to success. The fact of our meeting at the Admiralty might be communicated to an agent, or perhaps mentioned to a neutral diplomat, and that could have grave consequences.”

Snowden was thoroughly discomfited by now. “Agents, at the Admiralty? What on earth do you mean? I think you should state your business, Wright, without further ado.”

“Very well, but I have here a letter which I should like you to read.”

He handed over a sealed letter, which Snowden opened and read with a rising sense of excitement. When he had finished reading, he put the letter in his coat pocket and looked at Wright. 

“It seems, Wright, that the First Lord has asked me to put myself and my ship at your disposal, and that my duties may include those not usually required of a sea officer. What is it that you want me to do?”

“First of all, Snowden, I must ask for your assurance of complete secrecy.”

“Of course. Jervis made that plain in his letter.”

“Your ship’s bosun ...”

“Rubert, Rubert Puyol, Spanish Bob as they call him.”

“Yes indeed, but he is not actually Spanish”

“Almost. I think he’s from Menorca.”

“Really, Snowden, there’s a world of difference between a Menorcan and a Spaniard.”

“I’m sure there is, but what of him?”

“I was brought up on Menorca, and I have known him for a long time, since I was a boy.” Abruptly, Wright started to speak in Italian. “You understand what I am saying, Snowden?”

Snowden replied in the same language, which he had learned to speak with reasonable fluency. “I do, but am at a loss to understand why that is of interest to you.”

“It shows an aptitude. To undertake the task that I have in mind for you, speaking Spanish would be a distinct advantage, and your Bosun can teach you.”

“What do you have in mind?”

Wright leaned forward. “You are aware of the situation in Europe, the political situation that is?”

“Well, to a certain extent, I suppose.” He thought, and laughed, “I have some knowledge of Corsican affairs, though it is all very complicated, but I could not call myself an expert. As to the rest of the continent ...”

Wright waved his hand, interrupting. “Come on, man, you have been pretty deeply involved, and have even done a bit of negotiating on your own initiative. Some might uncharitably have called it hostage taking, but you certainly achieved the result you wanted. Taking your ship alongside at the Château d’If!”

Snowden laughed, “We anchored off, we didn’t go alongside!”

“But the point is, Snowden, that you saw your chance, kept an ace up your sleeve so to speak ...”

“I think the ace you refer to is General Bartoli. Yes, I did put him up my sleeve, as you say, but it was not my idea. The credit for that must go to my ship’s master, Kennedy.”

“Your ship’s master? Well, I think he’s one that bears watching!”

“It was completely unexpected. I was about to put the ace, well the gentleman concerned, ashore at Malta, when Kennedy piped up and suggested he might be useful. I’d always thought of him as a simple seaman, but I admit I looked at him in a completely different light afterwards. Promoted now, on Nelson’s recommendation no less, and he’s now my Acting First Lieutenant. I’ve no doubt he’ll fly through his ticket.”

“I hope his replacement is as able.”

“Poore, who was Midi and then Mate, will be made up, and a Corsican, Luciani, who joined us at Macinhagiu will be Mate. Merchant seaman, skipper of his father’s ship in fact. He’s certainly got potential. I’m making a Bermudian, Soares, up to Master’s Mate, and we have several Corsican sailors as well.”

“And you, Snowden. You know you have some powerful interests working for you now? You have done very well, and I should have thought ...”

“So would I, Wright, and I’m due a Post, but there’s this court martial business. You know, Parkinson”

Parkinson was the commander of the squadron that had been just offshore when Oleander was fighting a desperate battle to evacuate Corsican recruits from Macinhagiu.  The squadron had heard the noise of battle, but Parkinson, despite desperate entreaties from his frigate captains, had refused to investigate. One of the captains had made a public accusation, questions had been asked in Parliament, and it was possible that Parkinson would be court martialled, despite his extensive political connections. Snowden, who had been greatly angered by Parkinson’s inaction, had been persuaded not to complain to the Admiralty, and he now had a strong suspicion that his promotion was being held up by Parkinson’s friends as a warning not to become involved in the legal proceedings, which could, at least in theory, end with the execution of Parkinson.

“I do know of the Parkinson affair, Snowden, but I think that once you are back in the Med, out of the way so to speak, your time will come.”

Snowden smiled. The Med again. “So I have been assured, though I would like to help nail that bastard Parkinson. I’ve spoken to Jones, the frigate captain, and I have deposited a statement with my lawyers which he can have if he needs it.” 

He looked at Wright, “So what is it you would have me do?”

​
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Chapter 2 – The Grapes
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“So, Snowden, that’s the gist of it. Tide’s still flooding, and I’m for the town. Will you share my boat?”

Snowden decided that he’d had enough of Wright and his schemes for now, but knew that no waterman would, or indeed could, take him back to Oleander at Deptford until the spring tide began to ebb. 

“I think I’ll find something to eat here, and take a boat back to Deptford when the tide turns.”

“Very well, I will send word when we are to meet again. In the meantime, please ready your ship. Speed is of the essence.”

When Wright had departed, Snowden went downstairs, and sat at a small table near the front of the building, looking at the tide flooding rapidly into the river, carrying with it an astonishing array of craft – rotund colliers heavy laden with Tyne coal, barges with hay stacked high above their gunwales and rudimentary sails rigged on top of the cargo, ships from Scandinavia loaded with timber.

In a mood of retrospection he ate his meal, watching as the ship on the wharf below lifted with the incoming tide and began to nudge gently against her moorings. He had done well, very well, and professional success seemed assured. In the last few weeks he had certainly taken advantage of the openings to society his burgeoning celebrity had given him, but tonight he felt no desire to make his way on the flooding tide to the brightly lit salons ‘out west’. Since he had been wounded, he sometimes felt, as he did now, the need for anonymity, to not be ‘Your Honour’ on the deck of his ship or ‘the hero of Corsica’ around a glittering dinner table. 

He had noticed several people making their way purposefully upstairs, and when he paid his bill, he asked the woman behind the bar if there was a game afoot. 

She looked at him closely. “First room on the left as you go up, Sir. Say ‘Maria sent you’.”

Snowden did as she said, and was soon seated at a gaming table. He played carefully, and well, for a couple of hours, winning modestly, until he felt the first intimation of resentment from some of his fellow players. He pulled out his watch.

“Excuse me, gentlemen and ladies, I must be on my way. Thank you for your company.”

A thickset man, probably a reasonably prosperous ship chandler or merchant, who had been drinking steadily, looked at him angrily.

“Leaving so soon? Without giving us a chance to win our money back?”

“I’m sorry, Sir, I must be on my way.”

“You’ve taken my money. I don’t know how you’ve done it, but it didn’t seem fair to me. In my opinion you’re a ....”

Snowden looked at the man, and held up his hand.

“Stop! Don’t say it, Sir, or I guarantee you’ll regret the word. I won fairly, and if you’d taken less drink and paid more attention to your cards than to Lizzie here, you’d have stood a better chance.”

“He’s right, Bobby,” said Lizzie, leaning over the man with her hands on his shoulders. “He’s won fair and square. Leave him be.”

The man subsided, and Snowden made his way out of The Grapes. Light spilled from buildings, making pools of light on the road, but between them Narrow Street was dark. It was by no means deserted, but the commercial activity of the daytime had subsided. Snowden walked along, realising that he felt much better for spending time concentrating on the game. He was in a dark patch, near an alley between warehouses, when he heard footsteps behind him.  He half turned, and then felt a tremendous blow on the back of his head. He fell, stunned, the ground rising up to meet him, feeling surprisingly soft against his head.

When he came to, he was lying on his back in the dark, cold stones beneath him. He realised that he had been unconscious only briefly and that he was in the alley. He heard a man speak, and then smelt alcohol fumes and felt hands in his pockets, searching. At least two of them, then. He lay still for a moment, recovering, thinking. They could take the gold he had just won. It didn’t amount to much, but once they’d taken it, would they leave him alive? He thought they would, they had had the opportunity to kill him already and he had not seen their faces. The letter, though, Jervis’ letter, was important, and he couldn’t let them take it that. The familiar thrill ran through him, the thrill he experienced before action. He felt one hand go into the pocket of his breeches, the other hand resting on his chest. 

Now or never, he thought, and grabbed the fingers of the hand on his chest with both of his hands, pulling them down and simultaneously twisting. He felt bones break and the man screamed, struggling to get his uninjured hand out of Snowden’s pocket. As the man pulled away, Snowden brought his knee up as hard as he could and felt it connect with the man’s face. Snowden released the hand and the man fell away. He could hear his assailant breathing in sobs nearby, and, as fast as he could, Snowden rolled to his left, came into violent contact with the legs of the second man, and clung on tightly, rocking the struggling man back and forth until he fell, cursing. Snowden got to his feet, groggily, and kicked hard, as hard as he could, at the sound of the cursing. There was a satisfying crunching sound, and the cursing was replaced with a bubbling groan. Snowden’s eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness and he could just make out the man’s shape. He knelt beside him, grabbed the man’s hair and lifted his head roughly.

“What were you after?”

The man spoke weakly, “Sir, please don’t hurt me anymore.”

Snowden twisted the man’s hair.

“Who sent you?”

“Sir, nobody sent us. We saw you leaving The Grapes, thought you’d won. We were after your winnings, Sir, God help us. We’d taken drink, Sir.”

Snowden violently pushed the man’s head back into the ground and stood up. He felt for his unresisting hand, spread it on the ground and put his heel above the fingers.

The man, knowing what was about to happen, struggled weakly.

“Sir, for the love of God, no, I won’t be able to work.”

Snowden seemed to feel the restraining arms of a marine about him and recalled the sergeant’s voice, “She’s struck, Sir, it’s over.”

Suddenly overcome with tiredness, he moved his foot from the man’s hand, knelt down and pressed a couple of coins in it.

“Don’t spend it on drink,” he said, and limped out of the alley, his head throbbing.

​
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Chapter 3 - Trevennec
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Since Snowden’s last visit, his parents’ house, Trevennec, had been if not transformed, then considerably improved, and the estate was clearly better tended.

The hall did not exactly glitter, but it was well lit, clean and warm, and there were sufficient servants, some borrowed from other houses it was true, to attend to the guests, who included, to Snowden’s satisfaction, the Lord Lieutenant of the County. Snowden’s parents seemed much less careworn than they had previously, and he was pleased to see that neither drank any intoxicating liquor during the dinner. Snowden was seated next to a very attractive woman, Mrs Sarah Stanbridge, who he had known as a child. In the last few weeks, he had become used to being the centre of attention, but Sarah Stanbridge, though she conversed intelligently with him about his recent exploits, was by no means sycophantic. She was very interested in his account of meeting the poet Coleridge, and after they had both partaken rather freely of the excellent wine, she rather startled Snowden when she whispered in his ear that she had nearly finished writing a novel. 

“Have you?” said Snowden, “I have met another lady novelist, Captain Burney’s sister.”

“You’ve met Fanny Burney?” 

“No, his other sister, Sarah. Perhaps you’ve heard of her?”

“I have, and have read her book, Clarentine.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes, I thought it was pretty good, though perhaps a little contrived.”

“I am glad to hear it!  She’s a very clever lady. Captain Burney is likewise particularly intelligent.”

Their conversation was interrupted by Snowden’s father, Lord Penzance, who stood and tinkled a spoon against a glass until he had the room’s attention.

“I would like to say a few words before the ladies retire, as what I am about to say concerns my wife.” He turned towards her and nodded. “With your permission, my dear.”

Lady Penzance looked surprised, but indicated acquiescence. Her husband continued.

“Many of you will have read the pamphlet published about my son’s recent adventures in the Mediterranean. If you have not read it, I expect that you know the general outline of the story. What you may not know is that the idea of raising troops in Corsica was conceived in this house and came – and I almost feel as though I am dreaming when I say this – from my wife.”

There was a murmur of disbelief in the room.

“Oh yes, it is true. And furthermore, Mrs White, who some of you may have met when she was standing in as steward on this estate, and, I may say, standing in most effectively, is the Julia Bianca of the narrative, the ‘Corsican bandita’ with her rifle and bayonet, the daughter of Pasquale Paoli.”

There were more expressions of surprise from the room, but Lord Penzance ploughed on.

“And, what is more, those two ladies went to London, without my having an inkling of what they were up to, and persuaded the government to back the scheme.”

Someone started to clap, and before long the guests were standing, applauding, while Lady Penzance sat back, a mixture of embarrassment and pride on her face. 

When the applause had died down, Lord Penzance continued, “Perhaps my son would like to add a few words? Percy ...”

Snowden stood, slightly nonplussed. “Yes, firstly I would say don’t believe everything you read in pamphlets. Secondly, what my father has said is true. The expedition to Corsica was conceived by my mother, and the quiet Mrs White transformed into Julia, Corsican patriot, who does in fact own a Baker rifle and bayonet. And I would like to propose a toast to these two remarkable ladies ...”

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4 - Sarah
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On the morning after the dinner, Snowden and Sarah Stanbridge rode out to the clifftop. The sea shone brightly in the sun, ruffled by a light south-westerly breeze.

They dismounted, and after picketing their horses to a bush, sat on the grass. Snowden watched with professional interest as a large coaster, close inshore, tacked and headed out to sea, the sound of her sails flogging as she went through the wind clearly audible.

“I think he may as well anchor and wait for the tide to turn. He’s not going to gain much on that tack.”

He looked at the woman, saw her face cloud, and realised that he may have made a mistake.

“I’m sorry, Mrs Stanbridge, that may have been insensitive.”

“Don’t apologise, Percy, and please call me Sarah. I cannot go through life avoiding all mention of the sea. It was an unfortunate accident, but I am constantly told that time will heal, and perhaps that process has already started.”

“I remember your husband well, Sarah, as a child. A strong swimmer, I always thought.”

“Indeed he was, Percy, but he sometimes pushed himself too far. And on that occasion ...”

Snowden knew that Sarah’s husband had been drowned while bathing some eighteen months previously. 

Sarah looked at the coaster, now losing ground on the starboard tack. 

“I suppose you find we English women rather insipid in comparison with your Corsican ‘bandita’, Percy.”

“Ha! It’s a matter of opportunity, or even necessity. Nobody knows what they are capable of until they are tested. Julia,” he thought of the time he had spent with her, “Julia has been tested, often, almost from when she was a girl, and has the confidence that comes from knowing that she has overcome her fears.”

“Is it true that she fights like a man?”

“Like a man? I’m not sure about that, but she can certainly fight. I expect that you could as well, but you were not brought up as a Corsican, with all the hatreds and passions that motivate those people. It can be a harsh place.” 

“Did she kill a corsair? I’m not sure ...” She looked at Snowden, who was frowning, and stopped.

“Let’s not think about that on this beautiful day.” He looked at her. “I wonder if you would be able to emulate one clever thing that she did.”

“What is that?”

“Showing Lord Nelson her bruises!”

***
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The next few days, until Snowden had to make his way back to Deptford, were some of the happiest he had ever experienced, spent mostly in Sarah’s company. His headaches, the aftermath of the wound he had suffered in Corsica, became less frequent, as did Sarah’s periods of introspection. Sarah had decided not to return to her parents after the death of her husband, and her house, which was within walking distance of Trevennec, was pleasant and well ordered. The garden was her pride and joy, and she owned numerous books on botany and gardening. They spent pleasant evenings together, Sarah sometimes playing the piano, while Snowden sung the sea songs popular aboard ships, often including verses that they improvised.

Snowden returned to Deptford feeling that he had recovered from his wound, and elated by the time he had spent with Sarah and the prospect of taking Oleander back to the Mediterranean.
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Chapter 5 - Wapping Again
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Giotto Luciani, Oleander’s new Master, leaned on her taffrail and watched as Snowden made his way across the quay to a waiting boat. Luciani turned to Kennedy, now Oleander’s First Lieutenant.

“Old Man seems happy.”

“So he does, Giotto.”

“He was very ...”, Giotto searched for the right word, “very down. The blow to the head, I think it affected him very much. But now ...”

“A few days at home, perhaps that is what did it.”

“I think it’s a woman. I feel happy like that when I’ve met a new woman.”

“From what I’ve heard, Mister, you must often feel happy!” 

Kennedy thought about Snowden’s dingy attire. “Off for a run ashore, dressed like that?”

“I think secret business, Lieutenant. Dangerous perhaps. Last time he went ashore so dressed, he came back with his clothes muddy and a cut on the back of his head. He said it was robbers. At Limehouse.”

“Limehouse!” In their short stay at Deptford, Luciani had acquired a good knowledge of London. “What was he doing there?”

“I don’t know, Giotto, but I feel sorry for the men who attacked him!”

***
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Snowden met Wright at ‘The Pelican’, a rather disreputable public house in Wapping. 

Wright gave Snowden his orders, verbally – nothing was written down.

“Jervis’ letter will give you all the authority you need, Snowden, without me giving you anything that might be ...,” he searched for the right term, “misinterpreted.”

Snowden thought that Wright carried secrecy to extremes, although he was willing to grant that imprisonment in the Temple might make one rather cautious.

“You’re ready for sea, Snowden?”

“She’s on twelve hours’ notice, Wright.”

Snowden pulled out his watch, looked at the sky out of the window and thought about his ship.

“South-westerly. We can catch the ebb tomorrow morning. We can work Oleander to windward down Channel pretty quickly.”

Wright held out his hand. “Bon voyage, Snowden.”

“Thank you, Wright. Will you tell me where you’re off to?”

Wright looked about him.  “Your old stamping ground, Snowden, southern Brittany.”

“My word, Wright. I’ll never forget the Vilaine. Go carefully.”

Snowden never knew whether or not Wright went carefully, for he never saw him again. Vincy Joe, becalmed off the Vilaine, was surrounded by French gunboats which she could not engage with her short-range Carrons, and was forced to strike her colours. In captivity, Wright was separated from the rest of the crew and sent to the Temple for a second time, never to emerge alive.
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Chapter 6 - Celebrity
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Though it had been some time since the anonymous ‘British Tar’ had published the sensational pamphlet about Oleander’s activities in the Mediterranean, an account that did not by any means play down his role in the affair, Snowden’s star was still riding high in London. 

He knew that the fame was ephemeral, and that before long he would be replaced or disgraced in the public’s attention, but he had made up his mind to enjoy it while it lasted. He had an invitation, a very good invitation, for that evening – a ball in London – and though the thought of a last appearance as some sort of celebrity was briefly tempting, he was overcome by common sense, and realised that Oleander’s imminent departure meant that he could not attend.

His evening, however, dining with fellow officers aboard a frigate in the dockyard, was by no means uncongenial, and he returned quite late to Oleander. 
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Chapter 7 – Off Again
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As Oleander was being warped out of the basin the next morning, Snowden, who was standing on the deck, feeling rather exhausted after last night’s events, and who was allowing Kennedy to supervise proceedings, heard a shout from the dockyard foreman ashore and looked up.

“Admiralty Messenger, Your Honour.”

The foreman addressed some of the crew handling the sternline. 

“New orders, I reckon. Greenland probably. Nice and cold for you.”

To a chorus of derision, the Messenger climbed aboard and, in the cabin, handed the letter to Snowden, who signed the receipt.  The man turned on his heel and made off.

At the Nore, after a fast trip down the river, Snowden called his seniors into the cabin. He looked at them in turn – Kennedy, the First Lieutenant, steady, experienced and a fine seaman, Acting Lieutenant Poore, and Ensign Watton of the Marines, both of them hardly more than boys.

“We’re for the Med!”

The men looked at each other, smiling.

“Coasting work.”

“Very good, Sir,” said Kennedy. “Prospects?”

Snowden knew very well what Kennedy meant. The last trip to the Mediterranean had been a success by most measures, but they had taken no prizes.

“Prospects, Kennedy. What do you mean?” said Snowden, smiling.

“Um, financial ones, I suppose, Sir.”

“I should think we might be in with a chance, Mr Kennedy.”

“Very good, Sir. Straight to Gib, is it?”

“No, as a matter of fact it isn’t. We received this just before we sailed, as you no doubt noticed.” He gestured towards the Admiralty letter. “We’re to head to St Peter’s and pick up a passenger.”

“A passenger, Sir?”

“Yes, not exciting passengers like last trip, but a Breton who wants to be dropped off at home.”

Kennedy’s face fell. He’d spent long years dodging about in the rocks and tides of Brittany.

“And, gentlemen, Their Lordships are concerned that part of the French fleet has slipped out of Brest and there may be warships in the north Brittany creeks. We’re to look into as many as we can, on our way to the Med.”

“Dammit, Sir, she’s a handy ship, but some of those places are shallow, and she’s pretty deep. And it's coming up to springs as well.”

“I know, Kennedy, we must do our best.”

Later, Snowden stood on the starboard side of Oleander’s quarterdeck as she rushed past the South Foreland in the gathering dusk, and the white cliffs of Dover came into sight on the starboard bow.

Kennedy approached him. “South Foreland abeam, Sir,” he said unnecessarily. 

“So it is,” said Snowden. It was very good to be at sea again in Oleander, even if she wasn’t the frigate he deserved, to feel her lifting to the swell as she came out of the shelter of the land and hearing the wind sighing in the rigging. They had had a very good run from Deptford, making the most of the ebb tide and the south-westerly wind, and Snowden had been in no mood to anchor in the Downs until daylight, or to await a more favourable wind.

He looked at his watch. “We’ve got a bit of tide left, Ken. Let’s lay her on the wind and see if she’ll make anything on the starboard tack.”

“Aye aye, Sir. I’ll hand the squaresails.”

“Very well. Don’t pinch her up too tight.”

Kennedy looked at him.  “As if, Sir!”

Snowden grinned, and ducked into the cabin.

Orders were given, the foremast squaresails were furled and when the helm was put up, Oleander set off eagerly, heeled to the breeze, heading towards the French coast, her progress down Channel helped by the ebbing tide.

The watch changed, and Poore approached, his face split by a broad grin.

“Hello, Mr Poore.”

“Sir,” Poore nodded. “Tramping along as usual.” He dodged a dollop of spray and patted the rail. “Good to be back in Olly. My word, Sir, doesn’t she move. Like a rat up a drainpipe!”

Through the night and during the next day, Oleander beat her way down Channel, Snowden carefully observing his crew at work.

Their starboard tacks took them well offshore, out of sight of land, and the port tacks almost to the English coast. By the evening of the next day they were just off St Catherine’s Point on the southern side of the Isle of Wight, and as day broke they saw the dark bulk of Portland emerge from the gloom.

Snowden, leaving the cabin after a long Spanish tuition session with the bosun, looked aft and saw Luciani working with Midshipman Pascoe on the patent log. Snowden walked forward, nodding or speaking as he passed men working on the deck. The ship was heading almost due south now, heeled over on the starboard tack to the brisk south westerly.

Snowden was used to Bermudian informality by now and was not surprised when one of the seamen, Iris, asked him, “We be heading south, Your Honour – Med again?”

“We will be, Iris. Guernsey first, briefly, and then we’ll be poking into some of the creeks in Brittany. When that’s done it’ll be Gibraltar and into the Med. How do you like that?”

Iris smiled. “I like the Med fine. England’s too cold for Bermudians, though we not be sure about Brittany.”

Snowden walked aft again, hanging onto the rigging as the ship plunged into the waves.

He spoke to Luciani who was standing by the helm, notebook in hand. He looked at the book.

“Ah, Giotto, I see you’ve copied Pascoe’s notebook. A remarkable bit of work.”

Pascoe’s notebook summarised the results of the sailing trials that the Admiralty had conducted when the ship was new, setting out the most advantageous way of sailing the ship in different conditions, and taking advantage of the patent log which continuously indicated the ship’s speed through the water, and a clinometer which measured her angle of heel.

“Amazing, Sir.”

“It is. I don’t know if anything like it has been tried before, ship handling reduced to a science. Pascoe is an enthusiast for that sort of thing.”

“I know, Sir. Earlier I helped him with the patent log, dismantling and oiling it. Based on an invention of the famous Mr Watts, he tells me. When we finished, we checked it against the ordinary log and it was spot on, Sir.”

“I don’t doubt it. How are you liking the ship?”

“She’s a beauty. So fast, and up to windward ...”

“She is a beauty and I’m glad to have her.”

Snowden looked up at the straining mainsail.

“We’ve never gybed her all standing, Giotto.”

“I hope not, Sir, a nasty thought. My father’s ships are different. Some square rigged, some lateen.”

Snowden was very wary of the huge booms at the feet of the main and fore sails. If the ship was gybed accidentally, ‘all standing’, through a shift in the wind, momentary inattention on the helmsman’s part, or a mistaken order, the booms would sweep across the deck, damaging rigging or even carrying away the mast when they were brought up abruptly. The advantage of the fore and aft schooner in being able to work her way to windward was considerable, but the fear of gybing was such that some schooner captains had converted their ships to square rig, sometimes at their own expense.

Just at that moment there was a hail from the masthead, “On deck there! Land!”

“Where away?”

“A point on the larboard bow.”

“That’ll be the Casquets,” said Kennedy, coming up on deck. “Nasty place.” The Casquets were a high rocky formation, with an evil reputation. Before long, from the deck they could see the main rock, with the white surf beating against its bed. 

Pascoe busied himself with compass, log and chart and said to Snowden, “Another Oleander landfall, Sir. Bang on, we are, just about where I thought we would be.”

“Yes, Pascoe, well done.”

Snowden let Kennedy take the ship through the Little Russell, the rock-strewn channel between Herm and Guernsey, Oleander close hauled, but under reduced canvas to allow Pascoe time to take almost continuous bearings, check the log and plot their position on the chart. Snowden recalled his trip with Jack Stone through the same channel in the fishing boat from Lymington – it seemed so long ago.

They anchored in St Peter’s in the late evening, and before the anchor had set there came a call from the lookout, “Barge setting out from the quay. Admiral I reckon.”

The bosun, Rubert, burst into activity, making sure the sails were furled neatly and the ship and men were tidy. Ensign Watton formed his marines up at the chains.

The whistle piped as Admiral Sausmarez emerged onto the deck, stopped to salute aft, greeted Snowden warmly, and spoke loudly enough for the bosun and the side party to hear.

“A fine ship you have here, Snowden, immaculate order, but I can tell she’s a fighter.”

They walked towards the cabin and the Admiral said, “I hear you’ve done some good work with her. Last time you were here you had that Froggie frigate – the one you took off Ushant – and the time before that it was in a damned little fish boat.”

(During the Peace of Amiens, Snowden and his midshipman colleague Jack Stone had sailed a fishing boat to France and had made their way by land to Paris.)

They sat in the cabin.

“I know you’re off to the Med, Snowden, but we have a difficult situation here which Their Lordships have recognised. There seem to be some French ships missing from Brest, and I’ve an idea they may be in one of the north Brittany rivers. We want you to have a poke about, see what’s going on. Trieux, Wrac’h and so on, you know the places. We don’t have anything very handy on this station, but with Oleander you should be able to get away if you’re spotted. If you see anything worth knowing, get back here and tell me about it.”

“I’ll do my best, Sir.”

“I’m sure you will, Snowden. I say, any news of that friend of yours, the one that owned the fishing boat?” 

“Stone, Sir.”

“That’s the one. A very able young man, very able in my opinion.”

“As you will remember, Sir, he was wounded in the affair with the barges, and the Frogs got him. Fouché, you know, Sir, the secret policeman ...” 
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