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Winter, 1812


HMS Java, off the coast of São Salvador de Baia, Brazil


‘Do pass the salt, dear fellow,’ Lieutenant General Hislop asked affably. Energised by the cool morning breeze drawn into the great cabin by the ship’s progress through the tropic seas, he was enjoying a hearty breakfast of devilled kidneys.


Henry Lambert, Java’s captain, complied politely. It was advisable to keep in humour this high-ranking gentleman who was being conveyed to India to take up the post of lieutenant governor of Bombay.


The 38-gun frigate was crowded with men destined for crew-starved ships on the distant station and laden with much-anticipated naval stores, including some all-encumbering copper sheeting and much military impedimenta.


It had been a hard voyage so far, the clamping winter bluster causing several false starts before they met better weather in the horse latitudes, and after a mercifully rapid transit of the doldrums, they could now expect a good run to the Cape and on into the Indian Ocean. 


‘So we’re on course for India in, what, a month or so?’ mumbled Hislop, through his toast.


‘Assuming we don’t meet with contrary winds, which doth signify Neptune’s displeasure.’


‘Or the enemy,’ interjected Major Walker, one of the general’s aides and an incorrigible pessimist.


‘The enemy? I don’t suspect any of Boney’s finest here, this far from home. We’ve swept the beggars from the seas, you’ll allow.’


‘None other? Dutch – or American, come to that.’


‘What would any of them be doing in these parts? Waiting for us?’ Captain Lambert’s slightly nettled tone was the only hint he was at all concerned that his high-placed cargo was in any way at hazard.


Chads, the young first lieutenant, remarked, ‘Sir, the Yankees have some big brutes when it comes to frigates and—’


‘We’ve lost a couple of frigates to them only? Are you then affrighted, Mr Chads?’ The words were barbed.


‘Not really, sir. After all we’re Royal Navy, they’re not. But … but …’


‘Yes?’ The hard-faced Lambert leaned across the table, glaring at him, challenging.


‘Sir, Java is only a 38 to their 44s, and with a ship-of-the-line’s scantlings and armament they’re bound to cause us vexation. I’d be happier once we’re away off the American half of the world.’ As first lieutenant, Chads had responsibility for the rating and assigning of men to their stations for storm and action and knew only too well the difficult situation Java was in. Two-thirds of her ship’s company were temporary, a larger portion than usual being pressed men and those destined for transfer, the rest in this new commission unknown and untested. And counted in their numbers were twenty or more boys of eleven or younger, midshipmen and volunteers.


Hislop said nothing but his now-grave expression indicated that he wanted assurances.


Lambert replied strongly, ‘We’re here, Brazil under our lee and far from their—’


‘Ah, I’ve wondered,’ Hislop said quietly, ‘why I’m treated to the sight of the southern continent out there so close. Surely a more direct route to India is to be desired, rather nearer the African shore.’


‘The winds, sir. We obey the reigning winds, which come from the north-east in the northern hemisphere and quite another direction in the southern. We ride them to best advantage. We decrease our time on voyage at the cost of distance by making rendezvous with the east tip of Brazil before putting our helm up for a course across to the Cape of Good Hope to take up the monsoon to India.’


‘I see. Then if—’


A distant hail was heard, answered from the deck. The naval officers looked at each other questioningly, and shortly there was a polite knock at the door and a midshipman messenger appeared. ‘Foretop lookout reports square sail to the sou’-west, sir.’


‘Thank you,’ Lambert said. ‘Let me know when we discover more.’


‘You’re staying on course.’


‘Yes. Very likely to be a coastal craft, possibly a Portuguee trader. We shall finish breakfast, I believe.’


Amiable conversation was taken up again, but before the table was cleared the midshipman reported back gravely, ‘Mr Buchanan’s respects, an’ vessel is full-rigged and standing athwart.’


‘I’ll be on deck presently,’ Lambert grunted, finishing his coffee. ‘A juicy prize, perhaps?’ He winked at Chads.


Anything under square-rigged masts had to be of interest but it would be some time before it was visible from the deck.


‘Well, Mr Buchanan?’ Lambert enquired, once he’d made his appearance.


‘It seems he’s altered away, sir.’


‘Running? Sign of a bad conscience, General.’ Next to him, Hislop accepted a proffered telescope but confessed he could understand little.


‘To the east? Odd,’ muttered Lambert, retrieving the glass. ‘Takes him further out to seawards. I’d have thought it more to his advantage to close with the coast.’


From the deck the ship was still only royals up at the horizon and fine on the bow.


Then the sails changed relationship to each other. ‘Hello – the beggar’s putting about … and now he’s by the wind and heading our way.’ Lambert snapped the telescope shut and handed it back to Buchanan. ‘Rouse out our private signal. He has to be one of ours. I’ve not heard of any in these waters. Wonder who he is.’


An hour later there was no doubt this was a frigate, and a large one. There were frowns on the quarterdeck and animated talk among the seamen on deck.


‘Hmm. I think we should be prudent, Mr Chads. Clear for action in slow time, if you please, just in case, then send the hands to an early dinner.’


‘May I?’ Hislop began.


‘Yes, General?’


‘If this ship is an American, should we in all prudence be considering an engagement, at all?’


‘Why, sir! If it flies any flag with which His Majesty is opposed I will do my duty. Any other course is dishonourable and a derogation of trust.’


Hislop pursed his lips and said quietly, ‘Sir, I’d be remiss should I not remind you that you have your duty to convey myself and others to India in accordance with your orders.’


‘You might remind me, sir, but I see as my higher obligation that of upholding the best traditions of the Royal Navy in taking battle to the enemy wherever I see him, not fleeing before him.’


Hislop harrumphed. ‘Then of course you have our approbation and support should you see fit to move against this vessel.’


‘Thank you, General.’


They were closing fast and Lambert caught the sailing master’s eye. ‘I’ll trouble you to keep safely to windward of the chase, Mr Robinson.’


So it was now a chase, Chads saw. The captain was not about to let it go.


Java shaped course to conform to the larboard tack of the other, near a mile downwind. When settled on course she hoisted her red ensign and at the same time threw out the private recognition signals. The other frigate seemed to hesitate, and then a flourish of colour appeared at its mizzen-masthead.


‘She’s American!’


The United States jack flared out at the foremast and another ensign fluttered into life at the driver gaff leaving no more room for speculation. 


‘An’ she’s a commodore, b’ all that’s holy!’ one sharp-eyed seaman blurted, noticing a broad pennant at the main.


‘Quarters for battle, Mr Chads,’ Lambert ordered crisply, and for the first time on their voyage, the martial thunder of a marine drummer was heard at the hatchways.


He then turned to the army officers. ‘Gentlemen. The next few hours will be busy and dangerous. I advise that you will take shelter below decks. Mr Buchanan, if you’ll …’


‘Captain,’ asked the general, quietly, ‘pray where will your own officers be during the action?’


Lambert looked at him curiously. ‘Beside the guns, the masts. Why do you ask, sir?’


‘And you?’


‘I will be in command at my post here on the quarterdeck, with the first lieutenant, my ship’s clerk and—’


‘Then that’s where we shall be also,’ Hislop came back.


‘But—’


‘Sir, do allow that a general officer’s duty includes that of sharing a battlefield’s dangers with his men, as does yours.’ 


It was now the age-old stealthy manoeuvring, the probing into strengths, weaknesses and deceptions with which a frigate duel opened and so often ended with a battle-winning move by the wiser.


Both ships took in their courses, the big ocean driving canvas, to leave topsails, the traditional fighting sails in close combat, hoisted.


Tensely, Chads watched as the two men-o’-war edged towards each other, like prize-fighters shaping up for a brutal onslaught. Before long it became clear that Java had the edge in speed, a vital advantage, enabling her to keep to windward and therefore dictate the pace and direction of the inevitable clinch.


Men stood motionless by their guns, eyeing the big frigate with expressions ranging from scorn to apprehension. They were an untrained, scratch crew who had not yet fought together, and with the American showing willing, they were in for a fight for their lives before very long.


Lambert volleyed out orders and sail was trimmed – there was no sense in careering past the enemy – and then Chads saw the deeper intent. By falling back Java would be in a prime position, on the enemy’s weather quarter, to open the battle with a murderous raking into the American’s stern.


As if surmising what was intended, the whole length of the enemy’s larboard side erupted in smoke and blast, heavy shot pluming and skipping close to Java, most in line and well-laid.


That one act informed much and Chads felt his belly turn cold. As well, the disciplined rolling broadside from aft to forward told of a strong, numerous and well-trained crew. That it happened well outside the range of their own guns and with a heavy concussion also spoke of the twenty-four-pounders carried by the Americans. They were comprehensively outgunned and couldn’t yet reply with their own long eighteens. In close combat this weight of metal would tell, possibly fatally.


He continued to pace slowly next to the captain. ‘A brave showing from Cousin Jonathan,’ he said lightly.


‘So far,’ Lambert said quietly. ‘There’s naught to be gained by standing off. I mean to close and grapple with the villain.’


The American emerged from the smoke of its broadside and in a further savage crash another was unleashed. 


This time Java felt hits and the wind of iron shot but she was far from being daunted, closing until she had the range, then unleashing her fury in a crashing broadside, which told visibly on the American decks, and throwing a-flutter her flying jib. In an act of supreme bravery a crewman swung out into the fore-rigging and among the storm of shot whipping by he passed a stopper, restoring the ship’s manoeuvrability.


Swinging in, Java attacked with all she had, her eighteens, carronades and, when close enough, marine musket fire in a deafening chorus of violence. It was returned with a vicious sleeting of shot, both ships taking punishment.


Throwing free more canvas, Java pulled ahead with deadly intent: to hurl herself across the bows of her slower enemy to loose a raking broadside into its unprotected fore-parts.


Her helm went up and a broadside smashed out simultaneously with her opponent, and the space between was abruptly choked with towering gun-smoke. By the time it cleared it was apparent the American captain had saved his ship. Hidden by the smoke, in an instant he’d thrown over his helm and worn about to leeward, leaving Java to race on ahead. Not to be caught so easily, Lambert bawled out orders that had his ship wear about as well, in chase of the American but implacably keeping on to windward.


The battle went on, this time hauling to westward, the two now locked in ferocious combat in a furious hell of noise and death.


And the smaller ship was getting the better of the fight. Using her speed she pressed ahead then suddenly her captain bawled, ‘Hands to wear ship!’


In a daring move she put about, letting the bigger frigate surge ahead – and Java was in position for a devastating rake across the stern of the American frigate. 


Lambert didn’t hesitate. ‘Fire!’ he blared, and a merciless avalanche of shot smashed into the heavier frigate’s stern-quarters, gun after gun crashing round-shot into the pretty windows.


Chads touched his arm. ‘You see that?’


‘What?’ snapped Lambert, distracted.


‘Her name – Constitution. Which did for Guerriere.’ A frigate such as theirs – and in the process had turned a world that believed the Royal Navy invincible on its head.


Sudden shrieks and the sight of flying splinters, flung bodies and their opponent’s helm smashed to pieces, brought a pandemonium of cheering from Java’s men, and she swept past, crossing the wake of Constitution. But the larger frigate made no move to retaliate. Instead it kept on a steady course eastwards on its way out of the battle.


‘You’ll disengage, sir?’ General Hislop had crossed the deck to stand beside the captain. His features were composed but the fierceness of the conflict had plainly affected him.


‘Why should I do that, sir? My ship is whole. Our only chance is to keep within range of our own guns.’


‘To finish the job.’


‘Quite so.’ 


Chads’s mood lightened. Java was prevailing over her larger and better-armed opponent and he knew it would hearten both the Navy and the British public to hear of a victory.


‘Wear us about, Mr Robinson.’ The east-north-easterly wind was light and playful, and there was no spirited pirouette when Java wore about for another raking shot at the steadily retreating Constitution, only a ragged ripple of firing at the now distant target.


Lambert swore and ordered his frigate around in chase. At this range there could be no more attempts at a rake across the stern but with her superior speed she could overhaul the big frigate rapidly and, when past, throw over the helm to cross its bow for a lethal rake. 


As she began to overlap, an astonishing thing happened: in Constitution the big main and fore-courses dropped from their yards and with their added impetus Java’s onrush was nullified and the two plunged on side by side a mere two hundred yards apart. 


And then Chads understood. Constitution’s helm had been wrecked, yet she’d kept straight on her course until a jury tackle at the tiller had been rigged, even at the cost of making it seem she was abandoning the fight. Now Java would pay.


The American had timed his move well, and the smashing match could begin.


Flame stabbed and blasted from the muzzles of scores of weapons, a hurricane of shot exchanged across the space between them. The din was amplified by the facing sides of the ships, a fearsome assault of iron into timber that splintered and disintegrated, finding cordage and masts, carvings and bulwarks, gun carriages and human flesh.


Men slaved at their guns, muscles bunching, eyes reddening, backs a nest of pain.


Officers paced their quarterdecks while sharp-shooters took aim, and all the time iron missiles extracted their lethal due of the men who served so nobly opposite each other. Powder monkeys in their race from magazine to gun saw the corpses of their shipmates but stumbled on, some to meet their own end in a brutal impact and welter of blood.


And then the tide of battle turned. This time against Java.


The twenty-four-pounders of Constitution reached out and, with a resounding snap above the infernal din of battle, took away Java’s bowsprit and with it most of her head-sails. Seeing this, Constitution pulled ahead and in the smoke of her own broadside wore around to catch Java in a merciless rake.


Lambert realised the intention and roared out the orders to tack about to avoid it but the loss of head-sails meant Java’s manoeuvre was thwarted, she could not lever herself through the wind’s eye. She hung in irons.


Constitution did not hesitate: surging past she slammed a terrible broadside directly into her stern then came up on Java’s starboard side with all guns ablaze.


The havoc was indescribable, wreckage raining from aloft, guns overset with hits, rigging parted by chain-shot, all punctuated by inhuman shrieks as seamen paid with their lives for the madness of war.


‘Should we not withdraw?’ Hislop muttered, as the broken body of his aide was dragged away.


‘Be silent, sir!’ Lambert roared. ‘I still have the advantage!’


‘Sir?’ Chads said, unable to see one.


‘We go in to board! With our “passengers” we must outnumber even the Americans.’


It could work! Still to weather of the foe, they had this advantage.


‘Lay me aboard the American, Mr Robinson,’ Lambert threw at the Royal Marines officer. ‘Have your men in position, if you please.’


‘Sir, the master has been taken below.’


‘Do it!’ 


Lambert eyed the gap and urged his boarders forward in readiness. They snatched up cutlasses, pistols and tomahawks from their chests and massed together on the fore-deck in a cheering, raucous crowd, wild to get to their tormentor. In Constitution seamen roaring out their defiance crowded together to repel boarders as Java swung towards its bow but at that moment the American frigate got away a full broadside squarely into her bows. And with an appalling, rending crack a round-shot took Java’s foremast just beneath her fighting-top and, like a tree felled in a forest, it came down, rigging, headsails, along with the men in the top. It crashed down, splintering the bulwarks and crushing boarders, to end draped over the side, a dead weight of wreckage trailing over her beakhead and side bringing her lunge down to a crawl.


Constitution shot ahead but could not avoid the spearing remnants of Java’s bowsprit catching in her mizzen gear, the heavy ship drawing the other around until the British vessel, bows on, could no longer reply to the savage point-blank raking fire that was gutting her. Eventually she tore free but lay unmanageable, giving the American opportunity to take her time in circling around for another killing rake.


If sail of any kind could be bent on to the remains of the foremast there would be some chance of defensive manoeuvres, and seamen fell on the wreckage with axes, knives and cutlasses to cut it away. As they struggled, Constitution crashed in another broadside, this time aft. Unable to miss at this range, the mizzen topmast took fearful damage, the driver and its gaff tumbling down over the side, and Java came up uncontrollably into the wind.


The big frigate began circling, like a carnivore about to put an end to a wounded beast, but Java stubbornly refused to give up the fight.


‘Just let me grapple the once,’ Lambert ground out, pacing slowly. But Constitution would never let it happen and wore about to pass clear. The remains of Java’s foremast teetered and fell. The mizzen was brought down in a tangle of rope and canvas and, encouraged, Constitution loomed near to give her marksmen in the tops a closer shot. She passed slowly down Java’s starboard side, where so much of the wreckage from aloft was draped, guns thundering out again and again in a hideous blast of noise. 


Defiantly, Java’s remaining gunners fired back but the blast caused the canvas to catch flame, a deadly threat, and her returning fire slackened as seamen left their weapons to douse it.


Chads knew that the end could not be long delayed but, taking strength from his captain, paced on. Then, with a choking grunt, Lambert spun around and fell to the deck, a bloody chest betraying his death wound. Chads dropped to his knees beside him but there was nothing he could do except motion for men to take him below.


He was in command now and bleakly he looked about the charnel house that was Java’s upper deck. Piled corpses beside the guns, blood trickling down the scuppers, sprawled wounded against a gun carriage breathing their last. The ship’s company had given their all and it was not enough.


In a choking rage he saw how Java had been mercilessly savaged, now all three masts brought down, leaving her a riven hulk. He raised his eyes to see Constitution making off in a wide circle, seeing to her own hurts, but she would be back. Was now the time to give in? To hand a third defeat of a Royal Navy frigate to the Yankees? Centuries of tradition, years at sea, hammered in on his senses – he would fight to the last, as Lambert would wish it.


‘Sir, we’ve taken a deal o’ shot in the hull as is set fair to sink us,’ the exhausted carpenter reported.


‘An’ we’ve less’n half our guns fit f’r service,’ the gunner said, ‘even if’n we can man ’em which we can’t.’


The boatswain, bandaged and in visible pain, hobbled up. ‘If ye likes, sir, I can rig a staysail on what’s left o’ the foremast, but ’t won’t be much.’


How could he yield the ship when he had men like these?


‘We’ll not give in, men. Do your best,’ Chads said gruffly.


Their ensign, before proudly aloft, now flew from the stump of the mizzen-mast, and as the men laboured Chads looked out to where Constitution lay off, working on her own repairs. With an inevitability that was so unfair, as evening approached so did their nemesis. Cautiously, in a careful and methodical manner, she came on until it was indisputable what was going to happen.


The big frigate was taking position for the final act – to lie across the helpless Java’s bow to batter and crush her to death.


Chads gulped. All options, all moves, every chance of striking back, had narrowed to one choice: to yield or futilely end the lives of his brave and resolute shipmates.


He hesitated for a brief moment only, then crossed to the makeshift halliards and, with tears streaking his face, he lowered Java’s colours.
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Knowle Manor, Devon, England


‘Well, who’s my big boy, then?’ Sir Thomas Kydd RN, captain of the line-of-battle ship Thunderer cooed, not at all noticing the dribbling that had begun to decorate his full-dress uniform, which in his hurry to make acquaintance of his first-born he’d forgotten to change.


The pink scrap of humanity wiggled uncertainly, staring fixedly at him, warmth radiating through its swaddling. It was an incredible, mind-scrambling thought that this precious new life was his, that his name would be carried forward by this tiny creature, who would look to him for a steer through the rocks and shoals of life before maturing into a splendid youth and young man who—


‘Sir, an’ you’re holding him all wrong!’ Mrs Appleby, the housekeeper, scolded, reaching for the infant and making much of positioning it in the approved manner.


Behind her Kydd’s infinitely precious wife Persephone looked on indulgently, and while the child was being seen to, he snatched another fond kiss.


‘There, sir. Now you try ’un.’


Gravely he accepted the tiny morsel but its face reddened and wrinkled in objection and a loud squalling began. He hastily handed it back.


‘He’ll be used t’ ye, by an’ by,’ Mrs Appleby consoled, rocking it into quiescence.


They were shortly to have their first-born christened Francis Powlett – after the doughty Elizabethan mariner, and the captain of Artemis frigate, under whom, as a lowly seaman, Kydd had served on an epic voyage around the world.


‘You didn’t say how long you’ll have with me … us,’ Persephone said, her eyes on his, never leaving.


‘Oh, er, some time, I’d think. Thunderer is to rest after the Danish hurricanoe and her men must take their liberty ashore.’


‘How … long?’


‘She’s in good hands under survey in Portsmouth and no doubt they’ll let me know if she needs any repair.’ At her look, he added, ‘Darling, I’d think at least a month or even more will be granted us.’


‘So little? It’s quite unfair,’ she whispered brokenly. ‘Dear man, you’ve done your duty and they owe you—’


‘My love,’ Kydd answered gently, ‘the world’s on fire and no man knows the end of it all. Just now it’s my duty to serve – as I must.’


The days dissolved into a delirium of happiness. Along with the choice of special touches for the nursery there was much discussion on the baby’s christening and formal entry upon the world. 


But in a brace of weeks only, one morning it came to an end. As usual they rode together into Ivybridge to the London Inn. It was invigorating exercise and as an excuse they awaited the mail coach for any post. 


A note was handed over, from Dewey, the port admiral at Plymouth. The first lord of the Admiralty, newly arrived on his visit of inspection, had expressed a desire that Kydd do attend on him – did the nominated date and time suit?


Kydd reasoned that it was probably only a polite request to make his acquaintance while in this part of the realm, but any summons from the highest in his universe was sufficient to cause concern and he accepted without delay.


Two days later he was stiffly seated in the smaller drawing room of Admiralty House on Mount Wise, gingerly accepting tea and dainty cakes from the admiral’s lady.


‘Why, so handsome of you to come,’ Melville, the second viscount of that line and an increasingly effective new first lord of the Admiralty, said, as he entered with Dewey, extending his hand. ‘You’ve had a more than entertaining time in your ship-of-the-line in your first commission it seems.’


Kydd scrambled to his feet. ‘It has to be said, sir.’


‘I’ll see you later, Robert?’ Admiral Dewey asked.


‘You shall, old fellow,’ Melville answered amiably. ‘Captain Kydd and I have a trifle to discuss.’


Excusing himself, with but a single glance at Kydd, Dewey left them to their privacy. 


‘I would wish for more time together, Sir Thomas, but these days I’m unconscionably pressed by tedious matters politick.’


Kydd tensed. This was not the youthful and retiring Yorke of the previous administration but a person of large presence, a man of the future, whose devotion to his situation as head of the maritime defences of England was fast becoming evident. This was no casual reacquainting. ‘I understand, sir.’


‘Then you’ll forgive me if I find myself cast in the character of the purveyor of bad news.’


‘Sir?’ Kydd responded, with a degree of wariness.


‘You’ve grown attached to your wooden world, I’ve heard.’


‘As fine and noble a barky as ever I’ve sailed in, yes.’


‘Then I fear my news will be anything but welcome. Sir Thomas, Thunderer was taken to survey and I’ve been asked to acquaint you with the fact that in the great storm and previous she suffered more than was suspected. The master shipwright has allowed that only a middling to great repair will see her put to rights. And finding a sum for it from this year’s vote for, um, a no-longer-young vessel would have to be justified before the Board or …’


The saintly sorrow on his features did nothing to soften the blow, and at the same time Kydd felt an increasing uneasiness. Why should the first lord of the Admiralty himself pass this on, a devastating but entirely routine notifying? Especially as a Board-level decision on Thunderer’s fate was not normally within his notice.


‘A sad blow to me, my lord,’ he murmured, his eyes pricking. 


The implication was that he’d lost his command and almost certainly they had something in mind. If it was a shore appointment, say as equerry to the Prince Regent, it would be an unbearable fate for an active sea officer.


‘I will do all I can for you, Sir Thomas, but as you will be aware, the times are not favourable.’


Kydd remained silent – there was nothing he could say, only wait for the substance at hand.


‘On another matter, you’ve heard that the Americans have had the gall to take a third frigate?’


‘I’d read something of the kind.’


‘Java. A French-built 38, and carrying important passengers. A bloody enough encounter off Brazil a few weeks ago and the Yankees are even now crowing their victory to the masses, you’ll believe.’


‘Sir.’ Kydd was sympathetic but it was the other side of the world and really had little to do with him.


‘The country is furious and demands redress by any means, restore the balance in a world gone mad, punish the impudence kind of thing. The prime minister and cabinet are taxing me with my impotence and I’m hard put to conceive of anything that might satisfy both.’


‘A reinforcement of the North American station, sir? I’ve heard there’s only one sail-of-the-line and a handful of frigates there.’


‘I can’t. Bonaparte is retreating from Moscow but losing a single battle doesn’t by any means allow us to believe he’s finished, certainly not with his entire fleet still in existence. No, what is more needed is a flourish of some kind, a demonstration that we still rule the waves no matter what upstarts do to challenge us.


‘Yes, I’d conceive that this would answer. What do you think, Sir Thomas? We put down one of their heavy frigates in return? Not with overwhelming force, which would make them martyrs, but one to one, a fair fight, frigate upon frigate.’


‘Possibly, if it could be arranged as such.’


‘I rather think it could be,’ Melville ruminated, stroking his chin. ‘If I send a legendary name of laurels in frigates, it will meet all three demands.’


‘All three?’ Kydd asked.


‘The public will be mollified that one of their heroes is being dispatched to deal with the Americans, my colleagues at the Admiralty will applaud my parsimony in the matter of reinforcements, and of course it will be of inestimable value to His Majesty’s arms that the Yankees be shown their place in this way.’


‘Do you have any name in mind, my lord?’ Kydd asked carefully.


Melville raised his eyebrows. ‘Why, your own first comes to the forefront. Do recollect that you are without a ship at this time, Thunderer being destined for … that she is no longer fit for command, and you are therefore immediately available for special service, dear sir.’


‘A frigate. Will this not be in the nature of a degradation in rank, sir?’


‘Merely temporarily, I would have thought, a month or two until the job is done,’ Melville answered smoothly.


‘In a borrowed frigate,’ Kydd said, in a brittle voice. 


‘You refer to the time needful to raise her crew to your exacting standards. I can understand that, you may believe, Sir Thomas, and that is why I offer you a solution. Shall we suppose that Tyger frigate be made over to you – purely on a temporary basis? I understand her crew are still intact from your recent relinquishing of her command. Kydd of the Tyger, hmm?’


A jet of hope and pleasure came and Kydd hid its presence with a cough as he struggled for a cool mind. All those oaken faces he’d so missed – restored to him! But they were of the past. The future was in Thunderer, now lost to him. But as soon as the thought came to stifle his joy he had an answer. Dare he press his advantage on the person of the first lord?


‘My lord, you’ve answered any objections I might have in the most handsome manner. There is one last assurance I crave – that I be restored to rank after my duty is done. And what better security that this is in prospect than that Thunderer is given the repairs she deserves in readiness for my resumption of command?’


There was a glimmer almost of amusement in Melville’s expression. Far from being offended by the demand he seemed entertained by the effrontery.


‘Umm. I fancy I shall need to carry the Board with me but, yes, this is possible.’


‘Sir?’


‘You have my word on it, sir. And in writing in due course. Then …?’


Kydd’s broad smile seemed to satisfy.


‘Very well. Tyger will be recalled – she’s in the North Sea at the moment. You shall be receiving orders to attach to the North American station, Sir John Borlase Warren, new-appointed. He’ll have orders to allow you to cruise freely off the coast to tempt the Yankees to try their honour upon you.’


‘Sir.’


‘And to release you once the deed is done. Agreed?’


‘I will endeavour to satisfy, my lord.’


‘Oh, one last thing – do keep this to yourself, old fellow. No sense in warning off Cousin Jonathan. We keep announcements until after we’ve got a scalp, agreed?’


Meaning that if perchance Tyger was added to the lengthening list of American frigate victories it could the more easily be disowned, Kydd mused cynically.
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Knowle Manor


‘I understand, darling,’ Persephone said, with a visible effort, then looked away and did not catch Kydd’s eye. ‘Do your duty, dearest, and know that … that …’


Kydd held her fiercely. ‘I’ll be back to you and the younker in a month or two, and that’s my promise!’


She didn’t reply, staring away woodenly.


‘What is it, Seph? I’ve been away to sea above a dozen times before – this is no different.’ It must be the same for all married officers: a little one arrives and its mother’s fears are multiplied beyond the usual. But what could he do about it? 


Persephone raised her eyes. They were wide and troubled. ‘Darling, you’ll think me a silly, but I’ve not a good feeling about your going to America. They’re a proud and unforgiving race and their frigates are accounted huge and unbeatable. Even with all your bravery and sea cunning it’ll be—’ She broke off with a sob. 


Kydd kissed her. ‘My love, perhaps you’re forgetting something?’


‘Oh?’ she said, in a small voice.


‘I’ll be in Tyger, the tightest barky that ever swam – and not only that but her complete crew as I took into battle at Lissa. I can’t ask for a better lay than that, my love.’


She was not to be consoled and only earnest discussion on warm clothing against the American winter and the adequacy of coverings in a captain’s cot could raise her spirits. Kydd, whose experiences as a young officer in Halifax included the remembrance of the snuggling warmth to be won from a hammock and bearskin, allowed himself to be fussed over until she was more like her old self.


Before the end of the week a stiff but respectful letter arrived from the Plymouth admiral advising Kydd that Tyger was on her way and to hold himself ready to assume command. His attention to promptness in the matter would be appreciated as it seemed that, for various reasons, a degree of discretion was being advised and the handover would take place only after she’d been provisioned and watered for immediate departure on the voyage across the Atlantic. 


Kydd gave a twisted smile. Her captain – Faulknor, wasn’t it? – would be more than mystified at the sudden orders and couldn’t be blamed if he took a dim view of the proceedings and the apparent haste. Kydd hoped he would accept it in good part or it would be a difficult time.


He sent a letter to Lucius Craddock, his friend and former confidential secretary. Harry, as he had invited Kydd to call him, was now back with the family business in the north, but there was little chance he could be there in time and would therefore have to miss the opportunity of setting foot on the continent of North America. But Binard, having loyally followed him out of Thunderer to become an admired butler and major-domo in Knowle Manor, would accompany him. 


The man made much of listing requirements of the voyage, to Kydd’s quiet amusement. Having served on the French side in Volage, raiding the shipping lanes of the North Atlantic, Binard was no stranger to victualling in a frigate and Kydd knew he would be right royally looked after.


The summons came in days. Kydd lost no time in setting off, turning in the carriage and treasuring his last sight of Persephone carrying their little one and forlornly waving him off.


It shouldn’t be as bad as she was dreading. He’d get the true situation from local sources, the captains who’d been on station in Halifax throughout the first six months of the American War. Even Borlase Warren, the new admiral, should see it in his interest to have a reversing frigate victory under his command and would not be obstructive. As for the Americans, he doubted they would hazard any of their precious heavy frigates in combat with a first-rank British ship, when they could hurt their foe much more effectively by falling on their ill-protected and vital convoys. 


No, it was much more likely they would keep from any confrontation and then the question would be: how long should he spend sailing fruitlessly up and down the coast, flaunting himself?


He arrived at Mount Wise and was cautiously welcomed by Admiral Dewey.


‘I’ve assurance from Tyger they are ready for sea, lying in Cawsand Bay. Captain Faulknor will be here presently. He hasn’t yet been informed. Sherry?’


A little after eleven the flag lieutenant announced the presence of Tyger’s captain and Faulknor entered. With a polite nod to Kydd, he announced to Dewey with suitable gravity that Tyger was now ready for sea on her confidential mission, whatever it might be.


Kydd felt for him. How many times had it been that he himself had entered into the lion’s den in trepidation hoping to receive orders for an action against the enemy, a chance for distinction, prize-money – excitement after the tedium of convoy escort or other duties?


‘Very good, Captain Faulknor. I have some pleasant news for you. I herewith grant you two months’ leave on full pay. How does that suit you, sir?’


‘B-but Tyger’s just now ready for sea, um, not in repair or … or …’


‘The purpose, sir, is to allow Sir Thomas the temporary use of your ship while he conducts a particular operation against the Americans. He will return your ship to you within the time specified.’ 


‘Then I should—’


‘A form of handover en petit would be all that is expected of you. I shall turn over to you both this office for a period of time to this object, after which Sir Thomas will be conveyed on board in your barge, while you are then free to proceed on leave.’


To his relief, Kydd found Faulknor both understanding and respectful. It was a given that Kydd knew his ship from truck to keelson and her company equally well. That ‘Kydd of the Tyger’ was needed at this time, an officer with inside knowledge of the United States Navy from his time in Tenacious, was reason enough to yield up his command. As it happened, for family reasons a decent spell of leave would be more than welcome.


The undertaking that Kydd would fall in with Faulknor’s ship’s standing orders, his rating of men and a continuation of accounts under signature was all that was needed to complete the process.


‘You’ll take care of her, sir? I’ve grown a mort … fond of the old girl, if you see what I mean.’


‘I do, and I shall. Have a fine leave, Mr Faulknor, and Tyger will be waiting for you when you return.’
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It was time for Kydd to take possession of Tyger, to read himself in but more to see her for the first time since his grief in watching her put to sea from Plymouth Sound under another’s hand. He knew the way to Stonehouse Pool and stepped out, a pair of dockyard workers behind with his baggage in a cart. He gave an inward smile: who would it be in the boat’s crew? They’d apparently been told that a temporary captain would be appointed for the period of Faulknor’s leave, and very shortly they were due for a surprise.


His sudden appearance in all the splendour of a senior post-captain had the barge crew scrambling to their feet on the jetty. Kydd approached briskly, and from one, then another came disbelieving cries.


A massive figure shouldered himself to the front. ‘Cap’n Kydd, an’ it’s rare good an’ all to see ye!’ Halgren tentatively held out a hand – his right, the other adorned with an iron hook, the penalty for heroism at Lissa. 


Almost speechless with feeling, Kydd shook the hand of his former captain’s coxswain, mumbling something. The others snatched off their caps and came up: the bluff and steady Moore, then the Irishman with an unruly temper – who was it now? McHeaney. Another – Skellig, a dour character from Skye, and …


‘To Tyger, Halgren,’ Kydd said gruffly.


‘Sir – then you’re the temp’ry cap’n?’ The incredulity was not feigned.


‘Yes. Do get me to Tyger and you may hear all about it.’


It was a short pull only to Cawsand Bay and there she was – just as his precious memories had it. 


As they headed towards the ship, his searching eyes picked out the individuality and beauty of her lines, here and there the scars of battle, which brought to mind the time and place she’d suffered them. Much had passed since last he’d paced her quarterdeck and now—


‘Tygerrrr!’ Halgren roared deafeningly, at the challenge from the watch-on-deck, signifying the captain of the named ship was in the boat.


Kydd saw a side-party smartly assembling, clapped on his gold-laced hat and prepared to board. But there was some sort of disorder on board, men racing along, faint shouts on the air. Should he slow and give time for the officer-of-the-watch to take charge of it?


Then he saw what was happening. His eyes stung. He’d been recognised, and the side-party of half-a-dozen midshipmen and petty officers was turning into an ever-increasing lane of men, ready to welcome their old captain.


He began mounting the side-steps and, as his hat appeared above the level of the bulwarks, Herne, the boatswain, piped him aboard, loud and clear.


There was nothing for it but to move forward through the double line, now stretching across the deck to where the officers stood. He did not follow the usual procedure and go directly to them to be welcomed aboard. Instead he paced slowly, meeting the eye of every man, a murmured word here and there until he reached the officers.


‘Mr Bowden,’ he said softly, to the first lieutenant, whom he’d known since the young man was a midshipman. ‘How does it go?’


‘M-main w-well, s-sir,’ Bowden blurted. Kydd was touched that this was the first time since the man’s youth that he’d been caught in a stutter.


‘That’s good. And, Mr Brice, you look chipper, sir.’ 


The third lieutenant, introduced as Matthew Harland, he didn’t know – the replacement for Maynard, the promising seaman who’d died at Lissa.


There was no time to be lost and he turned to his first lieutenant. ‘Clear lower deck, Mr Bowden, to lay aft ship’s company by divisions.’


He stepped aside from the rush and bustle, standing by the wheel and taking inward delight in recognising features and quirks of nautical dress until, with commendable alacrity, a sea of faces looked aft expectantly.


And there, muscling to the forefront, was a knot of seamen he’d know anywhere and whom he’d rather see than a hundred pressed men.


They were led by a hard, almost piratical figure, whose dark eyes glittered under a red bandanna, the dull gleam of his earrings marking him out as a seaman of an older navy. Gunner’s mate Toby Stirk, with his long-time crewmates, quartermasters Doud and Pinto.


As his gaze passed over them, from a completely expressionless face Stirk gave a slow wink, acknowledging the restoring as shipmate the raw young lad pressed into Duke William so many years before.


Kydd took hold of his feelings – his real home was Thunderer and she would need him. At this moment, however, there was a job to do and he would do it.


He waited until he had silence. ‘I have to tell you that it’s with very great pleasure I come aboard my old ship to be greeted by so many of my past shipmates.’


A rustle of appreciation passed through them, nothing so unseemly as giving vent to shouts or cries of feeling.


‘I’m your captain, but only for a short time. I can now tell you why. It is … an important mission for which Tyger and her company and I as her captain have been especially chosen.’


He looked about significantly. ‘You’ve all heard of the shameful loss of three of our frigates to the Americans, which has sent Parliament and country into a fret. It’s now our task to go over and teach the Yankees a lesson by taking one of theirs. To undo the shame, put the Royal Navy back as ruler of the seas where it belongs!’


A bellow of voices showed he had their loyalty and resolution so he went on strongly: ‘It’ll not be easy – their frigates are bruisers and well manned and it’s going to be a hard-won fight. But we’ve faced worse and prevailed, and all England will glory in our victory.’


He was drowned out by bursts of cheers. Kydd nodded in acknowledgement, raising his hat to bow this way and that, then waited pointedly for quiet. 


‘And so I have only these last words for you, Tygers all.’


They subsided quickly.


‘Hands to your stations – unmoor ship!’


A boat brought last-minute dispatches along with Binard, importantly guarding cabin stores of undoubted necessity, which were summarily hoisted inboard, and His Majesty’s Frigate Tyger put to sea.


The traditional first-night-at-sea gunroom dinner was a roaring success. With Binard taking charge over an astonished and aggrieved officers’ cook, the cuisine delighted, and Tyger’s officers set to with a will. Later, over old port and cigars, Kydd heard of Tyger’s adventures since he’d left: a modest affair against a Dutch inshore convoy, a bombardment of a truculent fort in the Frisians, but nothing to match what they’d achieved together in earlier days – not the fault of their captain at the time, whose virtues were reviewed in discreet detail.


In return he briefly mentioned Thunderer’s escapades as Bonaparte marched into Russia but, to the barely concealed satisfaction of these frigate officers, dwelled at length on the tedium and daily sameness that was the lot of a ship-of-the-line, uncomfortably aware that after this mission he would be returning to such a world.


He heard which characters remained and who of the Tygers had moved on and been replaced. These were few: a new master’s mate, Stukely, well thought of; another midshipman, Gower, whose connections ensured a degree of wariness, and a number of seamen. In effect he had his old Tyger back.


‘Sir – tip us a tune!’ Brice demanded, his brandy well tasted.


The roar of acclamation that went up made it impossible to refuse.


‘Ye mariners of England!


That guard our native seas,


Whose flag has braved a thousand years,


The battle and the breeze!


Your glorious standard launch again


To match another foe!


And sweep through the deep


While the stormy winds do blow!’


Kydd turned in disgracefully late, lulled rapidly into sleep by the familiarity of Tyger’s easy sequence of creaks as the long Atlantic swells passed by under her keel.
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The approaches to Halifax, Canada


They raised the Sambro light in the early hours through a damp mist, placing them within a dozen miles of the entrance, and Kydd gave orders to shorten sail in order to arrive only after first light. He’d been to Halifax many years ago in his first ship as a raw young officer the year after the frigate Tribune was lost with all but twelve men not far north of Sambro. He was not seeking similar immortality.


The pilot came on board soon after a wan, sunless daylight put in its appearance, allowing the bleached grey-white granite headlands to stand out from the dark carpeting of endless forest, a bleak and stern prospect in the early-morning chill. 


Kydd shivered and his thoughts turned to when he had last been there. It had been a formative time for him, finding his sea-legs as an officer after years before the mast. And becoming involved with the formation of the new United States Navy, which it was his duty now to challenge in war.


He wondered what had happened to Lieutenant Jasper Gindler, the upright and patriotic officer who had ended proving a friend when most needed. Of one thing he could be certain: if there were more like him his task in any confrontation would be no easy affair.


‘York Redoubt coming abeam,’ reported Brice, lowering his telescope. There wasn’t much to see, for the fortification was set well down, its battery thus protected, but with McNabs Island it marked the entrance proper to Halifax, and Kydd snapped to a professional alert.


Past the end of McNabs Island the channel opened up to Halifax harbour, and more memories came flooding back for Kydd. 


He could see that the town had grown remarkably, some of the landmarks now near hidden in urban growth. If he got time he would step ashore and revisit his old haunts.


Thankfully he noted ahead the North American squadron at their moorings, the 74, San Domingo, prominent, with its admiral’s pennant indicating the presence of the commander-in-chief, and there was the old 64, Africa, which Kydd remembered from his time at Copenhagen. There was another, rather untidy sail-of-the-line and a gaggle of frigates, but nothing to suggest a battle fleet.


A dispatch boat hailed up for Tyger to moor with the frigates and within the hour Tyger’s captain was being piped aboard the flagship and into the presence of Sir John Borlase Warren, Admiral of the Blue and in command of all naval forces in the Western Atlantic from the Arctic to the Caribbean – such as it seemed they were.
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