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‘I didn’t mean for you to clean out the sty on your own,’ said Tacy guiltily. ‘I was on my way to give you a hand when the sheep broke out of the pen. I had to gather them up again.’

‘It’s all right, I enjoyed the work,’ said Pilgrim truthfully. ‘What needs doing next?’

‘There’s a whole lot of junk to be cleaned out of the old cowshed. But you’ve done enough work for one day. More than enough.’

‘We can do it together,’ declared Pilgrim. ‘And we can talk while we work.’

The idea appealed to Tacy and they walked across the farmyard together, watched by Joan Elford through the kitchen window.

The farmer’s wife had taken an instant liking to Pilgrim. He had a ready smile and possessed none of the ‘airs and graces’ she associated with gentlemen. Nevertheless, she still had deep reservations about his friendship with Tacy. The girl was more fond of him than was good for her. Joan was firmly convinced it was a friendship that would bring nothing but heartache for her daughter.
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1

Menacing grey cloud lowered over Dartmoor. It rolled down the rock-strewn slopes of the Beardown tors in a silent, diaphanous avalanche of mist. As it advanced it swallowed giant towers of balancing rocks, filled hollows excavated by long-forgotten generations of grubbing tin miners and spread a cloak of damp anonymity over the moor.

Tacy Elford was acutely aware that the mist was travelling faster than she could walk.

Accompanied by her nine-year-old sister and aided by two dogs, she drove three heavily pregnant ewes ahead of her and could travel no faster. One of the ewes was lame and found it difficult to keep up with the others at their present speed.

‘Look over there.’ Johanna, unconcerned about the advancing mist, pointed southwestwards. ‘It looks as though the prison is an island.’

Tacy looked in the direction indicated by her sister and could see what Johanna meant. The mist was spreading in an uneven pattern over the moor. From the tor behind Dartmoor prison it laid siege to the circular perimeter wall. Gaunt granite prison buildings rose from it, for all the world like grim, man-made islands, protruding from a restless grey sea of mist.

‘I’m glad I’m not in there,’ said Johanna. Her shiver was due in part to her thoughts, partly as a result of the mist, which had lowered the moorland temperature dramatically. ‘Billy said they hang most of the people who are sent to prison. Those who aren’t hung are left there to rot.’

‘You should know better than to take notice of anything Billy Yates tells you,’ retorted Tacy scornfully. ‘You start paying attention to what he says and you’ll finish up as simple as he is.’

Billy lived with his mother in a cottage on an old mine workings at Whiteworks, in a remote part of the moor. He helped the Elfords on their farm for most of the year, taking peat, farm produce and cooked foods from the farm kitchen in lieu of payment.

‘His mother’s told him all about prisons. She says he’ll likely end up inside one of ’em if he doesn’t behave himself.’

‘Tillie Yates is almost as simple as Billy,’ declared Tacy. ‘She probably said it when she was angry with him. If she had more sense she’d realise how much something like that plays on Billy’s mind. He’d have had nightmares about it. Poor Billy.’

Urging on the lame ewe, she said, ‘Anyway, Dartmoor isn’t that sort of prison. There are only French soldiers and sailors in there, not criminals. Some of them don’t speak English very well, but they’re no different to us, really. I should know, I meet them every time I go to the prison market.’

‘That doesn’t mean you know what they’re really like,’ retorted Johanna. She shivered again, but this time it was due entirely to the mist, which had now caught up with them.

‘I want to pee,’ she said suddenly.

‘We’ll be home in half an hour,’ said Tacy unsympathetically. ‘Wait until then.’

‘I can’t hold it that long,’ wailed Johanna. ‘I want to go now.’

Tacy was anxious to get the ewes back to Roundtor Farm before the mist became any more dense. Dartmoor was a dangerous place at such times … but Johanna had always been troubled with a weak bladder.

‘Hurry up and go then. Over there, among those rocks if you feel shy about going here.’

She pointed to a spot where great granite rocks were scattered about the hillside, their outlines softened by the mist, ‘Be quick!’

Johanna needed no urging. She hurried to the rocks and disappeared from view.

Tacy signalled to the dogs, instructing them to hold the sheep where they were. She needed to be firm with the youngest dog, Rip. It was still under training and it was Rosie who brought the sheep to a halt. Crouching low to the ground, the experienced sheepdog dared them to move.

Suddenly there was a scream from the direction of the rocks – and Tacy heard a man’s voice. There was another scream and this time it continued for some seconds.

Abandoning the sheep, Tacy ran towards the rocks. As she reached them she bumped into Johanna who was shaking with fright.

Clinging to Tacy, she said, ‘There’s a man here. A wild man. He’s … frightening. He spoke to me using strange words that didn’t make sense!’

Tacy had a sudden glimmer of understanding. ‘How is he dressed?’

‘What difference does that make? I think … I think it might have been the Devil. Let’s go, Tacy. Quickly!’

‘What sort of clothes is he wearing?’ repeated Tacy.

‘He’s dressed all in yellow. Do you think it’s the Devil, Tacy?’ Johanna was still trembling.

‘No, I think he’s an escaped French prisoner.’

Tacy occasionally took produce to the daily market held inside Dartmoor prison. She knew that prisoners-of-war unable to pay to have new uniforms made, were issued by the prison authorities with uniforms made from yellow material.

At that moment both girls heard a cry, muffled by the thickening mist.

‘Which way did he go?’ asked Tacy.

‘I’m not sure. He ran off that way, I think,’ said Johanna, pointing.

‘Mudilake Marsh is over there!’

Mudilake Marsh was a large expanse of dangerous marshland. More than one moorland animal had lost its life here.

The cry came again and now it was almost as shrill as Johanna’s scream had been.

‘He’s in the marsh. Come on, Johanna. Stay close behind me.’

‘What if he’s not an escaped prisoner, Tacy? What if it’s the Devil, dressed up to look like a prisoner?’

‘Don’t be so stupid!’ Tacy called the words back to her sister who, despite her doubts, was hurrying along behind her.

Tacy’s instinct was to run, but that would be foolhardy. That was what the unknown man had done and Tacy feared he was now trapped in the marsh. If this were so, he would be very lucky to escape with his life.

‘Au secours! Au secours!’

The cry came from much closer now and slightly to one side of them.

‘What’s he saying, Tacy?’ Johanna put the question in a fearful voice.

‘I don’t know … shh!’

Tacy stopped. The ground was spongy underfoot. They needed to be careful.

‘Au secours!’ The plea was accompanied by a whole spate of unintelligible words now and it sounded as though the unseen man was sobbing.

The sisters were advancing with the utmost caution when suddenly the swirling mist thinned – and they both saw the man in yellow. Despite being spattered with mud, the attire was clearly that of a prisoner-of-war.

The trapped Frenchman saw them at the same time and his relief was touching. He had sunk up to his ribcage in the mire. Now he held out his arms towards them imploringly, at the same time appealing to them in his own language.

He made an attempt to flounder towards them, but the mud held him fast. His struggles only served to cause him to sink farther into the marsh.

‘Stay still!’ Tacy called. ‘Don’t move. Keep your arms spread out on the marsh … No! Don’t try to reach us!’

It was quite apparent the Frenchman did not understand her. He appealed to her once more, all the time struggling futilely to escape from the unrelenting grip of the marsh.

When she realised he could not understand what she was saying, Tacy turned to Johanna. Eyes wide with fright, the younger girl was still uncertain whether the man caught in the marsh was human or demon.

‘Go back to where we left the ewes. Take the dogs and follow the path down to Two Bridges. If you lose it, send the dogs on and follow where they tread. There’ll be someone at the inn. Tell them to come up here as quickly as they can – and they’re to bring a rope with them. Hurry now – but don’t stray from the path. Go on!’

She shouted the last two words as Johanna hesitated, seemingly reluctant to leave her sister alone with this strange-speaking man – if indeed man he was.

The urgency in Tacy’s voice got through to Johanna at last. She turned and was quickly swallowed up by the mist.

‘Be careful … you hear?’ Tacy called after her sister before returning her attention to the Frenchman. Despite her warning he was still struggling, snatching at coarse clumps of reedlike grass, only to have them come away in his hand.

The mud and water were enveloping his lower chest now. Tacy called to him yet again. ‘Stop struggling, you’ll only sink deeper. Spread your arms out and stay still. Like this.’ She demonstrated what she wanted him to do. ‘Help is coming.’

The Frenchman replied in his own language, clearly pleading with her to help him. He had not understood a word of what she had said. Indeed, he continued doing all she had told him not to do.

He was a young man of perhaps twenty-one, no more than three years older than herself. Somehow it made his plight all the more tragic. It seemed to Tacy he was sinking deeper in the mud of the marsh even as she looked at him.

She was not imagining it. No more than five minutes later he had sunk to his armpits – and suddenly he began sobbing.

Tacy found the sound unbearable. ‘Please … please don’t. Just stay still. Help is on the way.’

Her pleas had no more effect than her earlier ones. He realised he was sinking deeper into the Dartmoor marsh by the minute and his panic grew. Tacy stretched out a hand towards him to no avail.

His response was equally futile. The distance between their fingertips was more than two arms’ length.

Tacy looked around her in desperation. If only there were a long pole, or the branch of a tree … but there was nothing.

Suddenly, she had an inspiration. She was wearing a cloak of brown, blanket-like material. Unfastening the clasp at her neck, she slipped the cloak from her shoulders. Swinging it through the air she aimed one end of it in the Frenchman’s direction.

The first cast fell short and she tried again.

This time the long hem at the front of the cloak fell within reach of one of the Frenchman’s outstretched hands. He grasped it eagerly.

As the cloak tautened between them, Tacy felt a great sense of achievement … but the Frenchman continued pulling. He was desperately trying to use the cloak as a lifeline to pull himself free from the marsh.

Thoroughly alarmed, Tacy cried, ‘No! Just keep a grip on it. Use it to keep your head above the marsh. Don’t try to pull yourself out … the cloak’s not strong enough…’

Unable to understand her, the young Frenchman pulled even harder and Tacy was in danger of tumbling in the marsh herself.

But the cloak was old. It had been handed down to Tacy by her grandmother. Suddenly the strands of the cloth could take the strain no more. They parted. There was no sound of rending cloth. No warning of what was about to happen.

Tacy fell backwards and when she scrambled to her feet she was holding less than half of her cloak. The remainder was still grasped by the Frenchman.

He too had slipped backwards and Tacy saw to her horror that the mire was now above his shoulders.

He opened his mouth and his lips formed the shape of a scream, but only a low, despairing moan escaped. Tacy found this even harder to bear than his earlier cries of terror.

‘Don’t give up. Stay still. Help is on the way,’ she pleaded, even though she knew he could not understand her words. Just saying them made her feel better.

The Frenchman continued moaning, all the time fixing her with a terror-stricken stare that seemed to contain an accusation.

At that moment Tacy thought she heard voices somewhere in the mist.

‘Hello! Hello! I’m over here.’

There was no answering call and Tacy believed she must have been mistaken. Then she heard them again. There could be no doubt about it now, but the mist made it difficult to make out the distance or the direction of the voices. She realised it would be equally difficult for them to locate her.

‘Hello … I’m here.’

She turned to the Frenchman who was now being forced to hold his chin up in order to keep it clear of the mud. ‘Do you hear that? Someone’s coming. Hold on. I’ll just go a little way towards them, otherwise they won’t find us.’

She could hear the voices more clearly now and they were calling her name. She ran towards the sound, shouting at the top of her voice.

The rescuers were farther away than she had realised, but suddenly she ran into them. There were four militiamen and Johanna was with them. One of the men carried a rope.

‘Where is he?’ said a militiaman who wore sergeant’s stripes on his arm.

‘He’s over here. Come quickly. There’s not much time.’

Tacy hurried ahead of them. To her dismay, when she came to the marshy ground she realised it was not the right spot.

‘Hello! Where are you?’ She called out to the trapped Frenchman. There was no reply.

Frantically, Tacy ran first this way and that, until commonsense told her to stop and think.

After a moment she headed slightly down the slope. When she had taken no more than a dozen paces, she stopped and frowned.

‘I thought it was about here … Perhaps I’m wrong…’

Suddenly, she looked down at her feet. She was almost standing on half of her torn cloak. Looking into the mist that swirled about the marsh, she saw the other half lying on top of the muddy ground.

There was no sign of the French prisoner-of-war.
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‘Prisoners … Halt!’

The shouted command from the Somerset Militia captain prompted a surprised and ragged response from the two hundred and fifty men marching along the narrow Devon lane.

‘Prisoners … Fall out! All right, you can take your food and rest for a while now.’

‘How the hell are we supposed to cook our rations? Breathe on it?’

The grumbled question came from a giant black man. Towering head and shoulders above his fellow prisoners, he wore trousers, a ragged, sleeveless coat and nothing else.

Barefooted, he left a group of other black men, padded to the side of the lane and sank down heavily on a rain-sodden grass bank, along the length of which were numerous pockets of pale yellow primroses.

‘You don’t have to worry about cooking anything,’ said one of the militiamen. ‘As usual, we’ve done the thinking for you. Cooks were sent on ahead. Your grub’s ready and waiting through the gate in the field there. All you have to do is fall into line to collect it, then sit down and enjoy it, courtesy of the English Government.’

The strong, south-westerly wind had been behind the men as they marched. It dropped momentarily now and the pungent aroma of cooking fish reached the nostrils of the prisoners.

‘If I wasn’t so damned hungry I’d leave it where it is and let you English think how to get rid of a quarter of a ton of stinking fish stew.’

The arms of the speaker bulged with muscle and they also carried an interesting variety of scars, etched by sword and bullet.

‘Eat what you can, while you can, Ephraim.’

The suggestion came from Lieutenant Pilgrim Penn. Reaching out, he picked a primrose and examined it closely. The flower reminded him of a garden in Ohio. Of his mother’s flower beds. The plants had been nurtured from seeds carried with her in covered wagons on the trek westwards, as his father sought new frontiers.

‘You never know, the next meal might be even worse.’

Pilgrim was probably half the age of Ephraim, but his shabby United States Marines uniform bore the insignia of a lieutenant. Ephraim’s missing sleeves had carried a corporal’s stripes.

‘You’re right there, Pilgrim. The things these English do with food would choke a hog.’

Captain Virgil Howard sat down heavily on the grass beside the muscled corporal and eased his left leg out in front of him.

‘How’s the leg standing up to the march?’ Pilgrim asked the question anxiously. Although only seven years older than the lieutenant, Virgil was the senior commissioned officer among the American prisoners-of-war. Not only were the two men good friends but, if anything happened to Virgil, responsibility for the well-being of the men would fall upon Pilgrim’s shoulders. The authority was more than a nineteen-year-old junior officer should have to assume.

The three men, Pilgrim, Virgil and Ephraim were the only members of the United States fighting forces among the prisoners. The remainder were men of the United States merchant service. All had been taken at sea by the British navy.

The three men had not been the only marines captured when the United States frigate Delaware was defeated in battle by two British men-of-war off the coast of Bermuda. However, during numerous changes of ship the Americans had become split up.

The three men had become separated from the last of their colleagues when, despite Virgil’s barely healed wound, they escaped from a British man-of-war off one of the West Indian islands.

They were at liberty for only thirty-six hours before being recaptured by a party of British plantation owners.

The escape was the reason why the two officers had been lodged with Ephraim on board the prison hulk Le Brave in the Hamoaze, off Plymouth Dock.

It was usual for captured French officers to be offered parole in a small town, at a suitable distance from the coast. But American prisoners-of-war were still a novelty. The British authorities did not seem to know what to do with them.

‘You stay here and rest your leg, Virgil. I’ll go and fetch your food.’

Pilgrim made his way to the head of the line of men which stretched along the lane and through an open gateway into a nearby field.

Standing at intervals on either side of the lane were armed men of the Somerset Militia. They maintained a close watch on the American prisoners. One of the part-time soldiers moved to challenge Pilgrim, but a sergeant, recognising his rank, intervened and walked with him to ensure he had no more problems.

‘Thank you.’ Pilgrim acknowledged the militiaman’s help. ‘I’m fetching two meals. One for my captain. He has a leg wound that’s barely healed. This march is hard on him. Do we have much farther to go?’

‘About seven miles,’ said the sergeant. ‘But you’ll notice a difference in the countryside from here on. It’s moorland, and pretty bleak.’

‘This prison we’re going to – what’s it like?’ It was Pilgrim’s first opportunity to talk to anyone about their destination.

‘Dartmoor?’ The militia sergeant shrugged. ‘I’d rather be a guard than a prisoner there. They only finished building it about four years ago and I reckon the builders were glad to get away. I doubt if you’ll find a bleaker place anywhere. The only time it stops raining is when it snows. Most times you won’t know the difference because you can’t see anything for mist.’

‘It can’t be as bad as that, surely?’ said Pilgrim, his spirits sinking.

‘No? You ask the French prisoners when you reach Dartmoor. There are about nine thousand of ’em. Some have been there since it opened.’

‘Nine thousand?’ Pilgrim looked at the militia sergeant in disbelief. ‘How big is this place?’

‘Not big enough for the number of men in there right now,’ declared the sergeant. ‘But you shouldn’t be too badly off. You and your captain will be put in the Petty Officers’ Block, I daresay. There’s a bit more room there – though not too much.’

Collecting two bowls of fish stew, Pilgrim returned to where Virgil was now sitting alone. He repeated what the militia sergeant had told him.

‘Whatever it’s like, it can’t be worse than life on that stinking hulk,’ declared the American marine captain. Taking a spoonful of the soup, he pulled a wry face. ‘Ephraim’s right about the food. Salt haddock doesn’t make a good stew.’

‘It’s an uppity nigger who’d dare complain about his food,’ commented a merchant navy officer sitting nearby. ‘Most of those we have down south are only too happy to be given anything at all to eat.’

‘We’re not “down south” now,’ retorted Pilgrim. ‘And Ephraim’s not an “uppity nigger”. He’s a corporal of marines, who’s earned his rank in battle. He’s entitled to good food, same as the rest of us. I, for one, will make damn sure he gets it.’

‘I don’t care what he’s done,’ persisted the merchant seaman. ‘A spoiled nigger is a dangerous nigger. You’ll learn that, one day.’

With this warning, the merchant navy officer rose to his feet and walked away.

Angry by now, Pilgrim would have gone after him but Virgil put a restraining hand on his arm. He inclined his head to where the subject of their exchange was walking towards them.

Ephraim had only just sat down with his bowl of food when the militia officer began shouting for the prisoners-of-war to fall in again to resume the march.

There was much grumbling from the Americans, but the guards moved among them, threatening to use musket butts to add weight to the militia officer’s orders.

‘You all right?’ Pilgrim’s anxiety showed once more as Virgil struggled to his feet.

‘I’ll last another seven miles,’ said the captain, gritting his teeth. ‘Come on, let’s fall in with the others.’

The militia sergeant had been right about the nature of the countryside through which they were soon marching. The narrow lane climbed steadily and less than an hour after their meal stop they were on Dartmoor.

For as far as could be seen there was a bleak, rolling landscape, dotted here and there with tors surmounted by bare, grey, tumbled rocks.

The rain was heavier now, preventing the prisoners from seeing for much more than a mile. However, the impression they had already gained was that the moorland went on for ever.

The moor was not entirely deserted. They were nearing their destination when a young girl of perhaps seventeen or eighteen came into view. Accompanied by two dogs, she was driving sheep inside a large paddock enclosed by freestone walls.

The sight of the lone girl brought a noisy outburst from the Americans. Few had even glimpsed a woman during many months of internment on board the prison hulk. They ignored the attempts of the militiamen to bring them to order.

The girl tried to ignore the calls of the men, as did the older and more experienced of the two dogs. The other was younger and not yet fully trained. For some moments it seemed undecided whether the sheep or the marching men were of more interest.

The men won the day. The dog ran towards them, barking noisily, ignoring the shouted command of the young shepherdess for it to return to her.

The dog’s disobedience was compounded by the prisoners-of-war who whistled and shouted encouragement to the errant animal.

For some of the men it was a genuine wish to commune with the dog. After months spent in the dehumanising confines of a prison hulk, it was a link with life as they had once known it.

To others it was merely a mischievous and not-too-serious diversion.

Eventually, the captain in charge of the militiamen rode back along the line of men from the head of the column, to ascertain the reason for the noisy disorder.

Captain Henry Pollit was the only mounted member of the escort. The young dog immediately began barking at the horse. Running around it excitedly, it was urged on by the prisoners.

‘Get away! Go on. Off with you!’

The officer’s unsuccessful attempts to drive away the dog brought howls of glee from the American prisoners.

Henry Pollit possessed no military experience whatsoever, and was unused to commanding men. The only reason he had been granted a militia commission was because he had influential family connections in his own county.

He also possessed an exaggerated view of the importance of his command. Angered by the derision of the American prisoners-of-war and the antics of the disobedient dog, he called to one of the militiamen.

‘Corporal! I’ll not allow a blasted dog to threaten discipline in such a manner. Shoot it!’

The militiaman looked at the officer uncertainly. ‘It’s not really doing any harm, sir. It’ll leave us in a few minutes.’

‘Damn you, Corporal! Did you hear what I said? I gave you an order. Shoot it, or I’ll take your gun and do it myself.’

Reluctantly, the corporal put the musket he carried to his shoulder and took aim.

The move brought a howl of protest from the marching men. At the same time, Pilgrim saw the girl begin to run towards the column, aware of what was about to happen to her young and disobedient dog.

He was among the men closest to the corporal. As the militiaman thumbed back the hammer on his musket, Pilgrim jumped at him without pausing to think of the consequences of his action.

He knocked the barrel of the weapon up at the very moment the militiaman pulled the trigger. A thick cloud of white smoke enveloped both men, but the musket ball sped harmlessly away, to fall to earth far away on the open moorland.

The noise of the shot succeeded where all else had failed. The dog turned and fled towards the running girl.

‘Seize that man!’ Furious, Captain Pollit pointed to Pilgrim. Before he could return to the column of prisoners, he was secured by two of the militiamen.

The move brought an angry response from the other American prisoners, all of whom had come to a halt. But the sound of the shot had brought other militiamen to the spot. Their muskets and bayonets were sufficient deterrent to any attempt to help Pilgrim.

‘Put manacles on him. When we reach Dartmoor he’ll be dealt with for assaulting a militiaman.’

One of the part-time soldiers produced a pair of heavy manacles. As they were secured to Pilgrim’s wrists, Virgil limped forward and addressed the militia captain.

‘I must protest, sir. Lieutenant Pilgrim Penn is an officer of the United States Marines and a prisoner-of-war. He is not a common criminal.’

‘He’s lucky he wasn’t shot,’ retorted Captain Pollit. ‘He’s under escort and he assaulted one of my men.’

‘All he did was stop you from shooting my dog.’ The girl was close enough to hear the captain’s words.

Brushing long, dark hair back from her face, she spoke angrily and breathlessly. ‘You should be grateful to him. The dog belongs to Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt, Lord Warden of the Stannaries. He gave it to my father for training. It’s to be a present for the Prince Regent. If it had been shot you’d be in serious trouble now.’

The militia captain was startled by her disclosure. Although he had never met Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt, he certainly knew of him. Personal secretary and a close friend to England’s future monarch, he was a man who wielded great power. There was no doubting the truth of the girl’s words. But Henry Pollit was not prepared to admit he might have acted hastily.

‘Your father should keep the dog at home until it’s learned obedience, not send it out with a slip of a girl to stir up trouble among prisoners-of-war.’

Tacy bit back an angry retort. Instead, she looked to where Pilgrim stood between the two militiamen, his wrists manacled in front of him. ‘Are you going to release him now?’

‘No. He’ll be taken to Dartmoor prison and punished for assaulting one of my men.’

‘Then I’ll have my father tell Sir Thomas you ordered one of your men to shoot his dog. You’ll be hearing from him, have no doubt about that!’

Turning her back on the stubborn militia captain she spoke to Pilgrim for the first time. ‘Thank you for saving the dog. I’m sorry it got you in trouble, but I’ll tell Sir Thomas what happened. What’s your name?’

The rowdier element among the prisoners had resumed their whistling and catcalling and Captain Pollit called to the girl. ‘Stop talking to the prisoners or I’ll have you arrested too.’

Pilgrim just had time to call out his name to the girl before he was pushed back among the others and the prisoners-of-war were prodded into movement once more. He would have liked to ask her name too, but they had moved away from her now. He was not even certain she had heard his words.

He thought it made little difference. He would probably never see her again – and he had other matters to worry about. In manacles now, he wondered what would happen to him when he and his fellow prisoners-of-war reached their destination.

He was certainly in trouble. What came of it would depend on how determined the militia captain was to press charges against him.
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When the high granite walls of Dartmoor prison came into view, the American prisoners-of-war fell strangely silent. To Pilgrim, the prison resembled the drawings of grim medieval castles he had seen in books on the shelves of his grandfather’s library in Washington, before Pilgrim’s father took his family westwards, to Ohio.

But the pictures had lacked reality. The prison did not. The sheer size of it was awesome. It had been built on land which sloped gently away from the road. Because of this, despite its eighteen-feet-high circular perimeter wall, it was possible for a while to see something of the tall grey granite buildings rising inside the walls.

However, as the Americans drew closer, the walls themselves towered above them and nothing more could be seen of the prison buildings.

‘Here we are, Pilgrim. This is likely to be our home until the war’s over.’

Virgil spoke to the manacled young lieutenant, but it was Ephraim who replied. He had joined them to check whether Virgil had any orders for him when they entered the prison.

‘It don’t look a lot like the cabin back home on the plantation,’ he said laconically.

Despite his predicament, Pilgrim smiled at the marine corporal’s dry humour. He was aware that Ephraim had been born a slave. How he had escaped from his environment was something Pilgrim had never queried.

Probably the only coloured recruit in the United States Marine Corps, Ephraim had originally joined them as a blacksmith. However, he had proved himself to be a superb fighting man. Enlisted into their ranks, he had quickly earned both promotion and the respect of his fellow marines.

‘With any luck the war will soon be over and we’ll go home before we grow to like it here,’ said Virgil.

‘I’ll be happy for now just to get inside and have these things taken off.’ Pilgrim held his manacled wrists out in front of him. ‘I swear their weight has increased tenfold since they were put on.’

‘Well, if you will go around siding with some dumb dog against a puffed-up English militia officer you’ve got to learn to take the consequences, Lieutenant.’

The look Ephraim gave Pilgrim was more sympathetic than his words. ‘Mind you, you’re the first Yankee among us to have an English girl speak to him. Would you say she was pretty, Lieutenant?’

‘Yes, she was.’ Pilgrim thought of the girl with her black hair, and eyes that had seemed incredibly blue when she expressed her anger with the militia captain. He gave a mental shrug. After almost a year without any feminine company whatsoever, most girls were likely to appear to be attractive.

At that moment the sergeant of militia, John Straw, came back to where the three men walked together. Addressing Virgil, he said, ‘We’ll be entering the prison in a few minutes, sir. There are nine thousand Frenchmen in there to watch your arrival. I thought you might want to be at the head of the men. Make some sort of impression, if you know what I mean.’

‘Thank you, Sergeant. It’s very thoughtful of you.’

Speaking to Pilgrim, he said, ‘You ought to be up there with me.’

Pilgrim shook his head and held out his hands. ‘Not with these on. You’re the captain. Go on ahead. We’ll march in behind you as smart as we’re able.’

Virgil was stopped by one of the militiamen when he reached the head of the column of prisoners. When he insisted he be allowed to take his place at the head of the men, the militia captain was called to the scene.

Virgil told Captain Pollit the reason he wished to enter the prison at the head of his fellow Americans. He also asked for a few minutes to address the men before they reached the prison gate.

‘As I see it, the French prisoners-of-war will outnumber us by about thirty-six to one. If we’re to avoid trouble inside the prison, we need to establish ourselves immediately as a separate, disciplined entity and enter the prison in good order. It’s equally important for my men to know what’s expected of them.’

The militia captain thought about Virgil’s words for a few moments, then he shrugged. ‘Governor Cotgrave is quite capable of maintaining discipline, but I can’t see it will do any harm. I’ll call a halt for you to say your piece – but keep it brief. Governor Cotgrave will already have been informed of our approach. I don’t intend keeping him waiting.’

Captain Pollit believed it would do no harm to have the senior American officer kindly disposed towards him. He was convinced his action in respect of the dog had been correct, but it might be misrepresented to the Warden of the Stannaries.

Virgil’s next words dented this plan.

‘There’s also the matter of my second-in-command. I’d like his manacles taken off before we go in.’

‘I haven’t decided yet what measures will be taken against him. Until I do, the manacles remain.’

Virgil realised it would be futile to argue. He had gained one concession. He did not want to lose the opportunity to talk to the other prisoners-of-war.

The men were brought to a halt beneath the walls of the forbidding prison. Meanwhile, Captain Pollit sent a militiaman ahead to give the governor official notification of their imminent arrival. Forewarning the governor of their presence was a more acceptable reason for halting the prisoners-of-war than acceding to a request by Captain Howard.

Calling his countrymen about him, Virgil told them all he had learned about their future home. They gasped when they learned the prison was already occupied by nine thousand Frenchmen. He impressed upon them his determination that the Americans should keep their identity and remain together as a single unit.

He warned them of likely language difficulties with their fellow prisoners-of-war. It would no doubt lead to many misunderstandings between them at first. Virgil stressed that they should not try to settle their own differences. Any problems were to be brought to him, or to the committee he intended setting up to take care of the interests of American prisoners-of-war.

Looking at the faces of the men, Virgil could see he had their general agreement. Then Ephraim voiced the concern of the slaves and ex-slaves.

‘Are we all going to be represented on this committee, you’re setting up, Cap’n? Will it look after our interests too?’

It sounded very much as though Ephraim was questioning Virgil’s authority and there were angry mutterings among the southern-based merchant seamen.

Pilgrim said nothing. He, Virgil and Ephraim had already discussed what was likely to happen when they reached Dartmoor prison. Ephraim had told the officers that it was the intention of the black prisoners to break off all relations with their white countrymen if it were possible. The black prisoners had also agreed that Ephraim should assume leadership of their group.

Ephraim was by far the largest man among the American prisoners-of-war. He was a natural leader too – but he was also a marine. It was necessary to show the others he was capable of questioning white authority.

‘You’re all United States citizens, Ephraim. You have the same rights as everyone else.’

‘They’re fine words, Captain Howard – and I know you mean what you say. All the same, there are men here who’ve yet to meet a white man who’d take the word of a black man against one of his own kind, whether he be American, French, or English.’

He raised his voice so he could be heard by all the prisoners-of-war. ‘I hope this committee is going to be fair to everyone. If it isn’t, and any of our people have trouble, they should come to me. To Ephraim. I’ll see they get justice. Black man’s justice. You hear me?’

There were some fifty black sailors among the prisoners-of-war and Ephraim’s words had the desired effect. One or two of them cheered. The others nodded their heads vigorously.

They would accept Ephraim as their leader.

‘That’s enough talking, Captain Howard. Get your men fallen in. We’re going inside the prison now.’ The militia captain had been listening and he feared there might be trouble.

Ephraim winked at Pilgrim before he returned to the black seamen who formed a group at the rear of the column. Meanwhile, Virgil took his place at the head of the prisoners-of-war.

Virgil trusted Ephraim to maintain control over his fellow black Americans. He hoped he might have equal success with those white Americans who were not subject to military or naval discipline.

‘Prisoners, quick march!’

At the order, the prisoners-of-war squared their shoulders and attempted some semblance of a disciplined, if ragged, force.

Black and white Americans marched towards the prison with at least an outward semblance of unity.
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Led by Captain Virgil Howard and surrounded by a strong escort of Somerset Militiamen, the United States prisoners-of-war marched in through the high, arched gate of Dartmoor prison.

Over the gates was the Latin inscription, Parcere Subjectis.

Pilgrim had dropped back until he was marching just ahead of Ephraim. As they passed through the gates, Ephraim said, ‘Look at them words. What are they supposed to mean?’

‘It’s Latin and means “Spare the Vanquished”,’ explained Pilgrim. ‘The Romans used to kill their prisoners. It’s what one of their poets said when he pleaded for them to change their ways and spare their captives.’

‘Why have they put it up there in Latin?’ asked Ephraim, clearly puzzled. ‘I thought the people in this country spoke American.’

Pilgrim smiled. ‘It’s considered clever to inscribe Latin quotations on buildings and tombstones, things like that.’

‘What’s clever about carving words that nobody understands? They might as well have carved a picture.’

‘You’re quite right, they might as well have, Ephraim. They probably never thought of it.’

Passing beneath the archway, they marched through a small courtyard to a second rectangular yard, surrounded by a high wall. At the far end was a gate, guarded by half a dozen militiamen.

Waiting here for them was a reception committee headed by a man wearing the uniform of a Captain in the British Royal Navy. This was Captain Isaac Cotgrave, RN, the prison governor. His appointment had been made by the Transport Board, a department of the Admiralty, the body responsible for prisoners-of-war.

The Americans were brought to a halt and told to form three ranks against one of the walls.

Marching smartly up to the prison governor, the militia captain reported his arrival. Waving forward a corporal, Captain Pollit took a satchel from him and handed it to an official who stood beside the prison governor. Inside the satchel was a list of the prisoners being transferred from the hulks to Dartmoor prison.

The two officers talked for a few minutes, during which time the prison governor frequently cast glances in the direction of the latest arrivals in his prison.

Suddenly, he pointed to Pilgrim. ‘Why is that man wearing manacles?’

Pilgrim was not close enough to hear the militia captain’s reply – but Virgil was.

Before the men of the militia guard could prevent him, he confronted the governor and the officials about him. ‘That’s not true! Lieutenant Penn assaulted no one. He merely prevented your corporal from killing a young sheepdog.’

‘Who are you?’ the prison governor demanded angrily.

Virgil came to attention. ‘Captain of Marines Virgil Howard, sir. Senior United States officer present.’

‘I recognise no ranks among the inmates of my prison, Mister Howard. You are all prisoners. If one of your countrymen has assaulted a militiaman he can expect to be punished.’

Turning to one of the prison officials, he said, ‘Have that manacled man thrown into the cachot, Mr Williams. We’ll let him reflect upon his folly for a week or two.’

‘I object most strongly, sir,’ said Virgil. ‘Lieutenant Penn is being punished arbitrarily, without being afforded an opportunity to defend himself.’

‘Object as much as you like,’ snapped the governor. ‘When I’ve looked into the matter I’ll likely have him flogged. Now, go back to the ranks, or you’ll join your countryman in the cachot. It’s not an experience I would recommend.’

Virgil would have continued to argue, but the governor turned his back on him and two of the militiamen came forward to drive Virgil back to the other prisoners-of-war.

One of the two was Sergeant Straw. As Virgil was driven back towards the others, the sergeant said quietly, ‘Don’t argue with Captain Cotgrave, sir. He’ll do as he says. He had the reputation of being a hard captain when he was at sea. Having a shore post’s done nothing to improve his temper.’

Virgil allowed himself to be pushed back to the other prisoners-of-war but instead of taking his place at their head, he found a place in their ranks beside Ephraim. With the other Americans, the marine corporal booed loudly as Pilgrim was led away.

Scowling in their direction, Captain Cotgrave told the militia commanding officer to take the prisoners to Number Four Prison Block, where they were to be housed.

Hurrying back to his men, Captain Pollit passed the order on to Sergeant Straw. The order to fall in and turn right to march to their prison block was given, but there was no response.

Sergeant Straw repeated his order, louder this time. The result was the same. Nobody made any attempt to obey him.

The sergeant looked towards his commanding officer uncertainly. Captain Pollit stalked towards the prisoners and shouted a command for them to prepare to move off. The Americans ignored him.

His face scarlet with anger and humiliation, the officer shouted, ‘What do you think you’re playing at? Come to attention and prepare to move off.’

Yet again nothing happened.

The prison governor had been watching with growing anger. Now he called to the militiaman, ‘What’s going on, Captain Pollit?’

‘The prisoners are refusing to obey orders, sir. They won’t march off.’

‘Won’t they, indeed? We’ll see about that. Order your men to fix bayonets. A jab or two should soon bring them to their senses.’

The militia sergeant looked uncertainly at his commanding officer.

‘You heard what Governor Cotgrave said. Order the men to fix bayonets, Sergeant.’

When Sergeant Straw gave the order, Captain Pollit brought his men into line and gave them the order to advance upon the American prisoners.

Before the militiamen reached them, the nearest prisoners sat down. They were quickly followed by the others. Within a few minutes, all the Americans were seated upon the ground.

The militiamen halted uncertainly but Captain Pollit ordered, ‘Get them on their feet. They’re to go inside the gate to Block Four…’

One of the militiamen prodded a prisoner hesitantly. A cry went up immediately from some of the Americans that he had drawn blood.

Among the staff surrounding Governor Cotgrave was George Dykar, the prison surgeon. Now he said to the governor, ‘I must protest, sir. These are unarmed men…’

‘They are prisoners-of-war and in a state of mutiny, Mr Dykar.’

‘It’s a passive mutiny, sir. They pose no threat to anyone. Should serious wounds be inflicted, requiring my attention, the facts will have to be registered in my report.’

Governor Cotgrave glared at the surgeon. Neither of the men liked the other and Cotgrave was aware the surgeon would do as he said.

‘Where’s that captain of marines?’ Seeking him out, he approached until he stood no more than seven or eight paces away from Virgil.

‘You! Tell these men to stand up and march to their quarters.’

Without rising to his feet, Virgil said, ‘Are you acknowledging that as senior United States officer here I have a responsibility for the well-being of the American prisoners-of-war, sir?’

‘I am acknowledging nothing,’ snapped Governor Cotgrave, furious at Virgil’s opportunism. ‘But if you are as concerned for their well-being as you claim to be, you’ll persuade them to take up their quarters immediately.’

‘I am concerned, Governor. However, I am not prepared to help you. As you told me a while ago, I am just another prisoner-of-war. Nevertheless, I can assure you that any report I forward to my Government on their behalf will be taken very seriously indeed.’

‘Your country is a long way from Dartmoor,’ snapped Governor Cotgrave. ‘A single Dartmoor night should be sufficient to make you change your mind – and those of your countrymen.’

Turning back to Captain Pollit, the prison governor said, ‘You and your men seem particularly inept at soldiering, perhaps you might prove better at guarding the prisoners. I’ll have the yard lit by lanterns. You will arrange for a strong guard to be placed on the prisoners all night. They will be ready to listen to reason by morning.’
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The confrontation between the American prisoners-of-war and the governor had been witnessed by a great many French officers, all of whom seemed to have freedom to wander about the prison at will.

There were also a number of French prisoners watching from viewpoints in the upper-storey windows of one of the nearby prison blocks.

As the governor and his entourage walked away from the seated Americans, the watching Frenchmen cheered and jeered loudly, adding to the anger of Governor Cotgrave.

When darkness fell over the prison, lamps were lit and placed upon poles around the defiant American prisoners. With the darkness, the drizzle that had been with them intermittently throughout the day, turned to sleet.

Sitting shivering with the others, Virgil called out to his countrymen, ‘Move back until you’re tight against the wall. Huddle together as close as you can to keep warm.’

The men were seated in the lee of a high interior wall. It afforded them some degree of protection from the bitterly cold wind. Now they edged even closer, huddling tightly together to share what scant body heat they were generating.

Ephraim was squatting on the ground close to Virgil and he said quietly, ‘I know you and I can last out, Captain, but how about the others? After all, they’re not marines.’

‘This was their idea, remember? Besides, it doesn’t matter now whether they last out or not. We’ve let the governor know we Americans stick together. He’ll need to take that into account when dealing with us during the time we’re here.’

‘Do you think it might persuade him to turn Lieutenant Penn loose?’

‘That would be too much of a blow to his pride, but I intend lodging an official complaint about it as soon aswe can…’

He was interrupted by a sudden upsurge of sound from nearby. Something had been thrown over the wall behind them. It was quickly followed by many more items.

The word went around quickly and excitedly. They were being bombarded with rolled-up blankets by the Frenchmen who occupied the compound on the far side of the wall. They had been locked up for the night but, as the Americans would learn, their allies were adept at obtaining and duplicating keys. Indeed, they had the capabilities to manufacture all manner of objects.

Soon dozens of blankets had landed among the seated men. The American prisoners quickly discovered that many of the bundles also contained bottles of spirits!

Before long most of the newly arrived prisoners-of-war were huddled beneath blankets while bottles containing rum, brandy or wine were circulating among them.

The morale of the American prisoners soared enormously. Someone declared loudly that if this treatment continued they should remain seated in the prison’s market square for the whole of their internment.

‘What do you think we ought to do about it?’ One of the militiamen guarding the American prisoners-of-war put the question to Sergeant Straw.

‘Nothing.’ The reply was immediate and positive. ‘We were told to guard them and make sure no one escapes. That’s what we’re doing. Nobody said they shouldn’t be allowed any scrap of comfort that comes their way. I only wish someone would throw a bottle of something warming in our direction, that’s all.’

Outside the punishment cell known by the French word cachot, meaning ‘dungeon’, Pilgrim had his manacles removed by one of the prison turnkeys.

‘You won’t be lonely in there,’ said the guard unfeelingly. ‘You’ll be with someone who’s been locked up long enough to find his way around – not that there’s much in there to be found.’

A moment later a hand was placed against Pilgrim’s back and he was shoved through a low doorway and sent stumbling inside the gloomy, rough concrete cachot. The heavy iron door slammed shut behind him.

‘Who is that?’

The question was in French, a language Pilgrim had learned as a boy from the French trappers who had passed through the hills close to his home in Ohio, heading northwestwards.

‘My name’s Pilgrim. What’s yours?’

‘You are English?’ There was disbelief in the Frenchman’s voice.

‘No, American.’

‘Ah! We heard you had entered the war against England. But so many rumours circulate in a prison. I am Henri Joffre. I will not insult you by bidding you welcome.’

The Frenchman spoke in English now, in a flat, emotionless voice. He slurred his words in the manner of a man who had grown unaccustomed to conversation. Seated on the cold, concreted floor he made no attempt to rise to his feet.

‘How long have you been in here?’ Pilgrim asked.

‘It is difficult to measure time in the cachot, m’sieur, especially in winter. Some days are little lighter than night. If the gaoler forgets to bring a meal, as is frequently the case, it is impossible to tell night from day. I think perhaps it is five or six weeks?’

‘Five or six weeks? In this place…?’

It was dark inside the cachot. The only light entering the dungeon-like structure filtered through two tiny holes. No larger than a man’s hand, each was set high in the wall beneath the eaves. What light there was showed the cachot to be perhaps six paces square, with rough concrete floor and walls. Apart from a large wooden slop bucket in one corner, it was totally devoid of furniture. There was not even straw on the floor.

Pilgrim was aghast at the Frenchman’s words. He had expected to be incarcerated here for a day or two, at the most.

An uncomfortable thought suddenly occurred to him. It was possible the other man was guilty of some particularly heinous crime …

Hesitantly, he asked him the reason he had been cast in the cachot.

‘I tried to escape, m’sieur. We have a market in the large square inside the gates. I became friendly with a young girl who sets up a stall there every day. We would talk long together. She became very fond of me – and I of her too, of course. One day she brought some clothes to the prison for me. Women’s clothes. Night comes early to the moor in winter. By the time the market ended it was dark. When the traders left the prison I went with them, dressed as a woman.’

The Frenchman was silent for a while and Pilgrim prompted, ‘What went wrong?’

In the gloom of the cachot the Frenchman made a sound that might have been an attempt at a laugh. ‘Nothing – at first. I walked through the gate without being challenged. Then, on the way through Princetown we encountered a large party of off-duty militiamen. They had been drinking heavily. I think it was to celebrate a victory in battle by their county regiment over my countrymen, in the Spanish Peninsular.’

When the Frenchman fell silent yet again, Pilgrim asked, ‘Did their celebrations make you angry? Is that how you came to be recaptured?’

‘Angry? No, m’sieur. In war there are defeats and victories in battle for both sides. Only the final battle is of importance. I did not resent their celebrations. Unfortunately, the drink they had consumed had also made them amorous – and I was dressed as a woman, you understand?’

Pilgrim thought he did understand, but the French officer was talking once more.

‘… One of the militiamen was especially persistent. When he began taking liberties I hit him. Not as a woman might, with the flat of my hand on his cheek, but with my fist, on his chin. Then the other militiamen and the traders joined in. During the mêlée I lost my bonnet and one of the militiamen recognised me.’

Pilgrim could just make out the Frenchman’s shrug as he added, ‘For escaping I expected to be punished, but when I was brought before the governor charged with assaulting a militiaman I protested most strongly. I was defending my honour, you understand. But it was to no avail. Now I have been left to rot here in the cachot.’

Pilgrim was dismayed, not only at the length of the Frenchman’s stay in this primitive cell, but at the thought that he too was here for assaulting a militiaman! He wondered whether he would also be kept for weeks in the semi-darkness of this dungeon-like punishment cell?
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The rain that had been falling across the high ground of the moor turned briefly to snow before ceasing altogether. However, once the snow ceased the temperature plummeted.

In the market square, the American prisoners-of-war huddled together as closely as was possible. By sharing the blankets thrown to them by the Frenchmen, a pair of men could enjoy the protection of two blankets and whatever warmth was generated by their bodies. But it could not keep the chill of the night away altogether.

In the cachot, Pilgrim was spending one of the most uncomfortable nights of his young life. He consoled himself with the thought that the accommodation for his companions was probably only marginally better than his own.

As yet, he was unaware they were still outside, enduring the bitter cold of the prison’s market square.

Pilgrim and Henri sat on opposite sides of the bare, concrete room. Neither was talking now. Conversation had ceased when the cold, seeping in through the small apertures in the outside wall, began to numb the facial muscles of both men.

Slumped against a rough wall in the small building, Pilgrim was deep in thought when he became aware of a sound that had been increasingly impinging upon his thoughts. He suddenly realised he was listening to the chattering teeth and ragged breathing of his companion.

The sounds were alarming. ‘Henri…?’

‘It’s … it’s all right. This … isn’t the first … cold night … I’ve spent in here.’

Talking brought on a violent fit of coughing. When it ended Henri fought hard in an effort to breathe normally once more.

Pilgrim also felt desperately cold, but he knew he was in much better health than the Frenchman. Weeks spent in the comfortless cachot after years of imprisonment were finally taking their toll.

Climbing stiffly to his feet, Pilgrim shrugged off his coat. ‘Here, take this. I can probably withstand the cold better than you … for one night, at least.’

When the Frenchman protested, albeit weakly, he said, ‘Well, take it just for a while. Until you feel warmer. Then we’ll take turns with it.’

As he wrapped the coat about the Frenchmen he could feel the man’s whole, thin body shaking.

He was about to sit down on the floor once more when there was a sound at the door and the small hatch was opened. A voice which Pilgrim recognised as belonging to John Straw, the friendly militia sergeant, whispered, ‘Here, take these. They’ll help warm up the night.’

Something was pushed through the hatch and dropped to the floor of the cachot. Feeling around, Pilgrim located a bundle. It comprised two rolled-up blankets – and inside was a bottle.

Pulling the cork, Pilgrim breathed in the pungent fumes of what promised to be a cheap and fiery, but nonetheless welcome brandy.

When Henri took a first swig from the bottle he choked for so long Pilgrim thought he might expire. Then, his voice hoarse and strained, the Frenchman gasped, ‘My family … have distilled Cognac for very many years. It is renowned throughout France … throughout Europe, but never have they produced anything that tastes better than this. I feel the heat from it exploring every part of my body.’

‘There are blankets here too. They’ll help keep the heat in once it’s made its way around your veins.’

‘My friend! Have you been sent by the gods to work miracles in this most grim of all prisons? Companionship, compassion, Cognac – and a blanket too! Will I wake in the morning to find it all gone – and you with it?’

Despite his surroundings and the predicament he was in, Pilgrim grinned. ‘Well, I’ll still be here, I don’t know about the blankets – or the bottle. They’re both likely to be taken away if a turnkey sees them. I suggest we do something about the contents of the bottle, at least.’

‘It would be rare indeed for a gaoler to actually come inside the cachot, but it is not impossible. However, do not worry, there is a space above the door, between roof and wall, where we can hide them. A hole has been carefully made over the years by those who have been here before us. There are messages hidden inside, written to their families by men with no expectation of leaving Dartmoor alive. You must read them when there is sufficient light entering through the rat-hole that passes for a window. They make touching reading.’

Huddled in their blankets and with the chill of the night held at bay, albeit temporarily, the two men talked far into the early hours of the Dartmoor morning.

The brandy had put new life into the Frenchman. At times it seemed to Pilgrim he was trying to make up for all the conversation he had lacked during his lonely sojourn in the primitive punishment cell.

Yet Pilgrim was grateful for the company of Henri Joffre. From him he learned a great deal about the prison that was likely to be his home until the conclusion of the war between Great Britain and the United States of America.

Built of grey, moorland granite, the whole prison complex was contained within a mile-long, circular wall, constantly patrolled by militiamen. Within this was a second, lower wall.

The actual gaol blocks were built inside one half of the circle and the cachot was located within this area. There were seven prison blocks in all, arranged in a half-circle like the spokes of a gigantic wheel. One end of each block pointed to the centre of the circle.

The blocks were numbered one to seven and Pilgrim learned that Block Four contained the worst elements of the French prisoners-of-war. So desperate were they considered to be that a wall had been built about this particular block to separate them from the other prisoners.

In the remaining half of the circle was the hospital and a block known as Le Petit Cautionnement, or Petty Officers’ Block. It contained French officers who, for one reason or another, had not taken parole, or had had it refused or taken away.

The market square was within this half of the prison area. Farmers and traders from the surrounding countryside were allowed to bring goods here for sale to those prisoners with sufficient money to purchase them.

Built into the high prison wall on either side of the main gate were the houses occupied by the governor, and the prison surgeon.

After a while, Pilgrim found his concentration wandering as the Frenchman chattered on. He began thinking of the forests and fertile plains of Ohio, so unlike the bleak moorland wastes on which the prison stood; of the home and family he had left behind in America.

His father, once a marines officer himself, was now a Congressman, representing the newly established State of Ohio, able to bring pressure to bear in the seat of government in Washington. Pilgrim wondered whether his father would use this influence in an attempt to have his only son freed.

He decided his father would probably not yet be aware that he was a prisoner-of-war. All he would know was that the ship on which Pilgrim had been serving was missing.

It had been impossible to write and have letters taken for delivery from the prison hulk on which the American prisoners-of-war had been held until now. He hoped it might be possible to send a letter from Dartmoor prison, giving his whereabouts to the family.

But first he needed to obtain his release from the cachot. He was younger than Henri Joffre and probably far fitter, but he hoped his fitness would not be put to the test of spending months locked away in the semi-darkness of this grim punishment cell.


7

Tacy Elford was working in the yard of Roundtor Farm. The small moorland holding was rented by her father from the Duchy of Cornwall.

The Dukedom of Cornwall was one of many titles held by George, the Prince Regent, currently ruling England on behalf of his deranged father, King George the Third.

The Duchy would remain in his possession until he took formal possession of the Crown of England. Then the title and all income from Duchy lands would pass to the next male heir to the throne. If there were not one, the income would be retained by the king and his successors, until one was born.

Included in the Duchy lands was most of Dartmoor and the surrounding countryside.

Roundtor farmhouse had been thoughtfully sited beside a narrow river, in a valley at the foot of the tor from which it took its name. The tor afforded the farmhouse protection from the prevailing westerly winds.

Dartmoor was a beautiful but unrelenting environment. Everything on and about the small isolated farm was designed to counter the effects of the harsh moorland winter weather.

The house and outbuildings formed a square, with the doors of the farm buildings opening into a central courtyard. Many of the domestic animals were brought in during the severest weather. They and the householders needed to be able to survive being cut off from the rest of the world for days – or even weeks in a particularly severe winter.

This had been no more than an average winter. Much of the snow had already come and gone, although some still lingered in pockets among the rocks of the surrounding tors.

Tacy’s father, Tom, was not a well man. He had suffered for years from a chest complaint that restricted the amount of work he was able to do. At this moment he was checking on the sheep in a pen not far from the house. Pregnant ewes were gathered here, in anticipation of the lambing that would soon take place.

Tacy was throwing hay down into the courtyard from a hayloft, helped somewhat indifferently by her sister, Johanna, and Billy Yates.

Suddenly, the gate to the yard creaked open noisily on ungreased hinges, and Billy sucked in his breath.

Tacy looked up to see Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt ride his horse in through the yard gateway. The friend of the Prince Regent waved a hand before dismounting. As he tethered his horse, the young sheepdog ran across the yard to give him a warm greeting.

Tacy waved her hand in return and stopped working, but she remained in the open doorway of the hayloft.

Sir Thomas Tyrwhitt was a very important man in his own right and his close friendship with the Prince Regent commanded additional respect. He was a local landowner and, as Lord Warden of the Stannaries, he wielded a great deal of influence in south-west England.

The appointment had lost much of the vast power it had once carried when the Stannaries – the tin-mining areas – had produced great wealth for the Crown, but it was still important enough to make him a very influential man.

He was also a generous man. Yet Tacy had always been somewhat in awe of him. She felt happier remaining on the upper floor of the hayloft.

Ignoring Billy, Sir Thomas raised his hat to Tacy and pointed to the dog. ‘How is Rip coming along? Will he make as fine a sheepdog as his mother?’
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