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  INTRODUCTION




  Mike Ashley




  Way back in 1740 James Thomson penned the words which we still sing joyously today, especially at the Last Night of the Proms: “Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the

  waves.” Well, Britain may no longer “rule the waves”, but our naval heritage is still a strong part of our national identity, from the time of the great voyages of Sir Frances

  Drake and Sir Walter Raleigh through to the time of Horatio Nelson and Trafalgar.




  This anthology looks at just some of that wonderful heritage. The bulk of the book concentrates on the wars between Britain and France, particularly the Napoleonic period, but it broadens the

  canvas slightly. The first story is set in 1788, just before the French Revolution, when Britain was still recovering from the loss of the American colonies, and it ends in 1862 with a mighty river

  battle during the American Civil War. The penultimate story looks in detail at the last ever battle between sailing ships.




  In total there are eighteen stories of naval warfare and intrigue, stretching around the globe, from as close to home as the Cornish coast and Boulogne, to as far afield as the West Indies and

  Tasmania, touching, en route, the whaling fleets of the North Atlantic and the China Fleet in the East Indies. The stories are by such notable authors as Richard Woodman,

  Walter Jon Williams, Showell Styles, Harriet Hudson and others, with some classic material from Frederick Marryat, Herman Melville and Cutcliffe Hyne. You will encounter many famous

  characters from history as well as a few surprises.




  For those who want to explore this world further, I have appended a bibliography of key Napoleonic naval fiction.








  



  THE STEEPLE ROCK




  Richard Woodman




  

    

      We begin in 1788, the year before the French Revolution. Britain was still smarting from the loss of the Thirteen Colonies in America, much to the delight of Europe.

      Most of continental Europe had sided with the Colonies against Britain, and they regarded Britain as a third-rate power. The one thing that Europe did appreciate about Britain was its navy

      – the largest and most efficient fleet in the world. Even in times of peace the British navy patrolled the seas, guarding the island and her possessions. It was the fleet and

      Britain’s island status that made Britain comparatively safe from invasion.




      This first story focuses on the activities of Trinity House in protecting both the Royal Navy and the merchant fleet from harm around Britain’s coast, with its relay of lighthouses,

      buoys and beacons. It introduces us to Nathaniel Drinkwater, the hero of fourteen novels by Richard Woodman (b. 1944). The events described fall chronologically between the first two books in

      the series, An Eye of the Fleet and A King’s Cutter.


    


  




  

    1. The Surveying Party – April 1788


  




  “Well, Mr Drinkwater, behold the Cornish shore with all its rocky marvels. It looks benign enough today, and I hope it will suit our purposes and remain so for a further

  sennight . . .”




  Captain Judd’s voice tailed off as he turned his head and stared to the westward. The line of the horizon had a peculiar sharpness to it, as though acknowledging its business as the

  threshold to the vast Atlantic Ocean that lay beyond its rim. Above, the sky was a pale grey, a single tone of overcast that lay like a sheet obscuring any discernible signs or portents of the

  weather to come. The sight seemed to rob Judd of any further speech and Drinkwater suppressed a smile. Captain Judd, a man of fifty-odd years of age, did not like his present task. He was an

  east-coast man, happiest when dodging among the shoals that lay in profusion between the South Foreland and the Dudgeon, sniffing and examining the lead’s arming and pronouncing, with a

  confidence that was absolute, that they were off the Haisbro’ Tail, or the Outer Gabbard. Drinkwater had learned to admire the consummate skill of the man, not only in the matter of cabotage,

  but in his ability to handle his big cutter. The Argus was a Trinity House buoy-yacht, a heavy, if somewhat ornate vessel, intended to maintain the increasing number of buoys, beacons and

  offshore lighthouses that came under the management of the Court of Elder Brethren of the Trinity House in London. She was a maid-of-all-work, with comfortable quarters aft for the Brethren (when

  they chose to go to sea on one of their tours of inspection), a pair of heavy working boats stowed on chocks amidships, and a foredeck upon which a heavy, pawled windlass spoke of her more robust

  function, overhauling the moorings of seamarks. Additional evidence of this appeared on her topsides, where sheets of copper protected her spirketting and a hefty baulk of oak extended outboard in

  the form of a davit; and aloft, where her stout mast supported an equally stout derrick with its outfit of topping lift, guys and fall.




  The usual station of the buoy-yacht Argus was the River Thames. From her moorings at Deptford, she worked to seaward, down stream to the wide expanse of the dangerous Estuary, where she

  laboured amid the buoys and beacons of the Swin, the King’s and the Knob Channels as they threaded through the maze of banks and shoals. She was commonly seen in Harwich, and ventured farther

  north to assist her sister buoy-tender based at Great Yarmouth, or rounded the North Foreland to anchor in the Downs and tend the buoys placed off the Goodwin Sands. But she rarely ventured far to

  the westward, for there was only the Eddystone lighthouse off Plymouth, and that was tended by its own small yacht, and the isolated lights on the Caskets, which were serviced from Alderney. Apart

  from the lighthouses at St Agnes, in the Isles of Scilly, and a few isolated stations on the Welsh coast, much of the west coast of England still lay in primitive darkness – dangerous to

  seamen as they sought the entrance to the Bristol and St George’s Channels after long passages across the Atlantic when overcast weather had made the determination of their latitude

  uncertain.




  Captain Judd, a master of coastal arcana, was instinctively uneasy about his vessel’s situation, the more so since a new buoy-yacht was about to be launched from the yard of Randall and

  Brent at Rotherhithe, and Judd nursed the ambition to command her. He did not want anything to go wrong, to foul up his chances; and the loss of Mr Drinkwater, his competent young mate, even if

  only for a week, meant he had to linger on this accursed and treacherous coast. It was true that he had a full cargo of coals for St Agnes, but he knew that the road off St Mary’s was not the

  best holding ground for a ship’s anchor, and the anxiety gnawed at his entrails. He was used to the glutinous ooze of the Thames, in which an anchor’s palms embedded themselves with

  satisfying security. He turned his attention to the shore, now only a league away. Well, even St Mary’s Road would be preferable to the narrow estuary off which they now lay. He turned to his

  second mate who stood expectantly by the tiller.




  “Very well, Mr Carslake, don’t start the heads’l sheets but lay her on the other tack and heave her to.” Then he turned to the man beside him: “You have everything

  ready?”




  Drinkwater suppressed a smile. Judd was a fretful fellow, possessed of a demon of anxiety. Drinkwater had had the starboard boat loaded and ready since mid-forenoon. “I do, sir . .

  .”




  “You do have two compasses?”




  “I have two boat compasses, sir, and they agree. I worked six azimuths yesterday . . .”




  “And sufficient paper . . .”




  “I have sufficient paper and pencils, pen and ink, and a sextant.” Drinkwater adjusted his footing as Argus changed her trim, rolling as she came up into the light, southerly

  breeze which blew across the almost westerly swell. “There is one thing, though, Captain Judd.”




  “What? What is that?”




  “I shall need some money, sir, for our . . .”




  “Yes, yes, of course, for your subsistence. I have it ready in the cabin. Come below . . . Mr Carslake, you have the deck; as soon as she is steady, swing the starboard gig out.”




  “Aye, aye, sir.”




  Judd moved towards the companionway and disappeared below. Waiting for him to descend, Drinkwater caught Carslake’s eye, which winked. Drinkwater smiled. Both of the yacht’s officers

  liked Judd, but privately they referred to him as “Fuss-pot”.




  Drinkwater stepped from the gloom of the tiny space at the base of the companionway into the cabin. It was lit through a row of stern-lights which would not have disgraced a frigate. He removed

  his tricorne, stooping his shoulders as he ducked after Judd. The yacht’s master took a key from his pocket, opened a small locker secured to the bulkhead and took out a purse and a scrap of

  paper, motioning Drinkwater to sit at his desk. Drinkwater unclipped the inkwell, dipped the shortened goosequill and scribbled his signature on the receipt.




  “I have provided you with seven guineas, Mr Drinkwater. I think it superior to your needs, but you must have sufficient funds to carry out your task. However, I shall require that you

  account for every penny, every penny, mark you, that you disburse upon this duty.”




  “I understand, sir.”




  “And you are conversant with the task?”




  “Perfectly, sir,” Drinkwater replied, adding with what he hoped was a perfect suppression of exasperation at “Fusspot’s” endless concern, “we have gone over

  the problem sufficiently.”




  “That is as well, it remains that you discover the matter.”




  “Indeed, sir. Let us hope that, as you say, the weather holds. If it does not . . .”




  “Then you shall travel overland to Falmouth and rejoin me there.”




  “But what about the gig?”




  “Leave it in the charge of some responsible person, the parish priest will do. I can return for the boat, but I don’t want you and your men absent for longer than is absolutely

  necessary.” Judd held out his hand. “Good luck.”




  The two men shook hands. “You may think me anxious, Mr Drinkwater, but in due course, I hope, you will understand the concerns that beset a commander. You are yourself embarking on

  detached service, in command of a boat. I am aware of your previous service in His Majesty’s Navy and value that highly, but do you guard against all the dangers hereabouts. They might

  not all be quite as obvious as you think. You will have to be quartered in a tavern, but beware the dangers of drink, not for yourself, but the men. Mead and Foster have a liking for the stuff, but

  they are also good men in a boat . . .”




  “Captain Judd,” Drinkwater broke in, smiling the lopsided grin that charmed through its absence of insolence, wrinkling the pale line of the sabre cut on his cheek, “I am aware

  of all the dangers of the land, believe me. I shall see you in a week, here or in Falmouth, and with my commission executed to the best of my ability.”




  “Very well, Mr Drinkwater, very well.” It was Judd’s turn to smile. A spare man of middle-height, he ran his hand over the thinning hair that was drawn into a tight queue at

  his nape. It was a gesture of dismissal, and Drinkwater was relieved to see it. He turned and, pocketing the purse, picked up his hat. Briefly ducking into his own tiny cabin to pick up his gear,

  he noticed its absence. He smiled briefly at the small watercolour on the bulkhead, a painting done years ago by Elizabeth, long before she became his wife. It showed the former American schooner

  Algonquin, lying in Falmouth, a prize to the frigate Cyclops. He kissed his finger tips and touched it for good luck.




  A moment later Drinkwater emerged on deck and turned forward. Amidships, in the starboard waist and hanging onto the heavy double-burton of the running backstay, Carslake made him a mock bow.

  “Your chariot hawaits, Mister Mate”. Drinkwater stared down into the boat lying alongside. “For Gawd’s sake don’t you start fussing, Nat. I’ve ’ad

  hall your dunnage put in the boat.” Carslake held up his hand. “No, no, I ain’t forgotten nuffink; yer bleedin’ tin tubes, yer watercolours, the whole festerin’

  lot’s in the boat. There’s nuffink else to do but be off wiv you. ’Ere you are.”




  “Thank you, Mr Carslake,” Drinkwater responded with mock formality, taking the proffered boat-cloak and throwing it about his shoulder as he grinned into Carslake’s broad, red

  face. A raw cockney raised in the stews of Wapping, between, as he himself boasted, low tide and Trinity High Water, Carslake had first shipped forward. Sheer ability and intelligence had, by the

  time he was thirty, gained him a place amid the yacht’s small afterguard and he rather enjoyed such vulgar banter with a former naval midshipman, who had briefly held an acting commission as

  lieutenant.




  Drinkwater clambered over the rail, waited his moment, and jumped down into the gig. Settling himself in the stern with the boat-cloak about him, he tucked the tiller under his arm and looked

  along the boat. Six men had been detailed to attend him and, each with his small, round bag of kit, now sat expectantly.




  “Toss oars,” he ordered. “Let go forward.” The painter was cast off onboard Argus and coiled down in the gig’s bow. The bowman shoved the boat clear of the

  big cutter’s side and Drinkwater gave a wave.




  “Heads’l sheets there! Midships the hellum!” Judd’s voice shouted, and Drinkwater saw the backed staysail and jib suddenly released. For a moment they flogged before the

  lee sheets tamed them. Argus drew swiftly ahead as the gap between the buoy-yacht and her boat widened. Then, as he drew past, Judd’s face looked down on them. “In a week then,

  Mr Drinkwater.”




  “Aye, aye, sir,” Drinkwater replied and then called,” down oars . . . Standby . . . Give way together!” Putting the tiller over, he turned the gig for the shore and when

  he looked back, the big cutter, the huge red Trinity ensign flapping languidly above the end of her boom, was already diminishing with distance. “Very well, lads, a nice easy stroke.

  We’ve about five miles to pull.”




  The estuary of the River Carrow debouched into the Atlantic between two granite headlands. The northernmost fell almost sheer to the sea before a great buttress of rock seemed

  to lean upon it, so that it extended in a series of low steps down to the tideline and beyond. The short spur thus formed was hidden by the surface of the water, though betrayed by the swirling

  disruption it caused to both flood and ebb tide visible on a calm day. On the southern side the headland was grander, splendid enough to be named Pen Carrow. A great grey cliff, seamed with cracks

  and fissures, some so large that the locals called them “zawns”, and criss-crossed with tiny ledges upon which nested thousands of seabirds; white kittiwakes, black guillemots, dark

  brown razorbills and the charming little sea-parrots called puffins. The screams of these birds grew louder as the gig approached, the extent of their habitations exposed as the boat drew past a

  series of isolated rocks, remnants of the ancient extension of the southern headland, long since destroyed by the sea’s attrition. Drinkwater regarded them with interest, for he thought they

  might hold the key to his task. They would have names, he thought, given them by the local fishermen, though they were shown as mere dots upon the imperfect chart he had brought with him.




  He felt the boat lift beneath him and looked astern. They had pulled in almost between the two headlands and, as he stared over his shoulder, he saw the low swell humping up so that it obscured

  the horizon. Foster, the man pulling stroke oar, nodded at the approaching swell. “It be the bar,” he said flatly, as he tugged on his oar.




  Drinkwater nodded. Here the Atlantic drove the sand of the seabed into the river mouth, while the river, contrariwise, tried to push its way out to sea. The depth would be much less here, a

  submarine ledge, hence the steepening of the swell. It would break violently in an onshore wind, even at high water, and must have caused agonies to Captain Poynton when his ship was caught on this

  lee shore. Drinkwater looked about him. Poynton must have been driven across this very bar on a wild, winter forenoon last January. Had it not been for Poynton’s experience and his influence

  with the Court of Trinity House, Drinkwater thought it unlikely that he and his boat’s crew would have been dumped here for a week.




  “What’s all this for then, Mr Drinkwater?” asked Foster. Grunts of curiosity came from the other oarsmen as the gig passed under the shadow of Pen Carrow. Drinkwater recalled

  they had been told only that they were to gather dunnage for a week’s absence from the Argus for a surveying party. Such temporary detachment was not unusual, but it was time he told

  them what the specific purpose of their absence was.




  “Well, lads, last January the slaver Montrose, bound from the West Indies to her home port of Liverpool, made her landfall hereabouts. Half a gale was blowing from the west and the

  weather was thick. The master, Captain Edward Poynton, let both anchors go when he found the land under his lee. As the weather cleared, he discovered he had fetched up to seaward of the bar we

  have just crossed. His anchors were holding and the lead showed him he was in about twelve fathoms with a fine sandy bottom. All seemed well and, despite the proximity of the land, they thought

  they could ride the gale out, but, if the worst came to the worst, they might make a run through here.” Drinkwater gestured about him, at the towering slopes that formed the entrance to the

  river.




  “Bit narrow,” said Foster, staring up at the beetling cliffs as he threw his weight back on his oar-loom. “You’d need a deal of nerve to drive a ship through here with a

  following gale.”




  “That,” Drinkwater went on, silently agreeing with Foster, “was what Poynton deposed. Anyway, the wind shifted three or four points and the weather cleared as the gale

  increased. The wind-rode ship swung to the change of wind and then, quite suddenly, both anchor cables parted and the ship drove over the bar and fetched up under the Head there. Poynton and four

  others escaped with their lives. Of the rest, and the Montrose herself, there was not a trace the following day. Poynton had his fortune sunk in the ship; moreover, he swore that the cables

  were in good condition and that something other than the violence of the wind caused them to part. He made representations to the Trinity House to discover if any wreck was known to exist in the

  area, upon which his cables might have fouled, but none was known of, nor rumoured. But this Captain Poynton is a determined man, and petitioned the Brethren. Now we are come to try and discover

  the cause of his loss.”




  “She was underwritten at some value then, sir?” queried Ross over Foster’s shoulder. A slim, wiry man, Ross’s ability to read and write assured his presence in any

  surveying party.




  “Indeed, Ross, at some considerable value, I understand.”




  The men seemed content with the explanation. Judd had confided in Drinkwater that he had heard that Poynton had promised a substantial bequest to the Trinity House, if an effort was made to

  determine the cause of the loss of the Montrose and the realisation of her insured value. “Wheels within wheels,” Judd had concluded obliquely.




  The headlands fell astern and the gig emerged into the broad estuary of the River Carrow beyond. The transition was remarkable, the sea retreated astern, a narrow, grey sleeve glimpsed between

  the retreating capes, while on either side grass and woodland spread out, the small town of Porthcarrow nestling on the southern bank, in the lee of Pen Carrow, behind a small stone breakwater.

  Drinkwater tugged on the tiller and headed the gig for the cluster of stone cottages which scrambled up the hillside about the square, grey tower of a church. It looked an idyllic spot to quarter

  oneself for a week.




  

    2. Porthcarrow


  




  “I don’t have a room and you’ll not find one, Mister, not here, nor in The Plough in Upper Town.”




  “There would be the finding of two meals a day, and I have six men to feed and accommodate . . .”




  “The answer would be the same: no.”




  Drinkwater frowned. He had not expected such open hostility from the landlord of The Anchor and Hope. It was an ironically-named tavern, given his situation. He stared about him. There were

  three or four elderly men in the low-ceilinged taproom and they stared at him from their benches, clay-pipes poised as though his presence had suspended their conversation.




  “We are not the press.”




  “We know that, Mister. You’m from Lunnon . . . The Trinity House, no doubt. We had Cap’n Poynton down here a month or two back, askin’ about rocks and wrecks and

  suchlike, and swearing black murder about wreckin’. That were false witness, Mister, and we don’t like such things, when the Cap’n knew full well that his cables parted . . .

  Maybe,” the landlord added, “the mermaids cut them.”




  The company roared with laughter at this witticism.




  “That’s as maybe,” Drinkwater broke in, “but has nothing to do with me. I have a simple task to carry out and I’d be obliged if –” he turned and stared

  back at the circle of old men, “if any of you would care to put up myself and six seamen for a few days. I shall pay well,” he added, certain that the inducement would arouse

  someone’s cupidity. For an instant he thought he detected a flicker of interest in the eyes of the old fishermen, but then they turned away and, murmuring amongst themselves, resumed their

  interrupted game of cribbage.




  Drinkwater swung back to the landlord, then took his departure. As he lifted the latch on the door, the landlord called after him. “You can sleep on the strand, Mister, near your

  boat,” and the advice was accompanied by another rumble of laughter from the cribbage players.




  Outside the seamen were sitting on benches, their backs to the tavern wall, their faces uplifted to the late afternoon sunshine. They had gathered about them a knot of curious children and the

  glances of the townsfolk as they went about their business. Drinkwater was nonplussed. For a moment he stood uncertainly as his men looked up at him, expecting some instructions. Then an idea

  struck him and, just as Foster opened his mouth and asked “Well, sir . . . ?” Drinkwater said, “stay here, I shall be about half an hour.”




  He found the rectory without difficulty, a fine house set back from the lane which rose up the back of Pen Carrow, and knocked upon the door, recalling his encounter with Elizabeth in similar

  circumstances. A plain, severely-dressed woman appeared in the doorway and Drinkwater removed his hat.




  “I wish to see the incumbent, Ma’am. Upon a matter of some urgency and importance,” he added as the woman hesitated. It was clear she was a servant, not, as he had briefly

  thought, the mistress of the house.




  “What name?” she asked curtly.




  “Nathaniel Drinkwater. I am an officer of the Trinity House.”




  “The Trinity?” she asked with some astonishment.




  Suppressing his amusement, Drinkwater seized the advantage. “The Trinity,” he confirmed. He noticed the atmosphere of the house was stale, redolent of cooking and unemptied chamber

  pots, and did not resent being left upon the doorstep. The rector might be, as Judd put it, a person of some importance, but he was clearly not a man insistent upon the thing most next to

  Godliness.




  The woman reappeared, a man accompanying her. He was unwigged, dressed in waistcoat and breeches, both of which were stained with snuff and his neck-linen was none too clean. He brought with him

  the sweet smell of old sweat and had the appearance of a man aroused from sleep.




  “Well, sir, who are you?”




  Drinkwater smelt brandy upon the rector’s breath as he repeated his name. “I seek accommodation for myself and six men, and I am refused at the Anchor and Hope. I am on official duty

  on behalf of the Trinity House, London . . .”




  “He ain’t from the bishop, Mary,” the rector said sharply, and the woman melted away, rebuked. “Damned fool,” the rector muttered, then he addressed Drinkwater.

  “What is your business here?”




  Drinkwater explained, but was cut short. “So, you act on behalf of that troublesome fellow Poynton . . .”




  “He lost his ship, sir, he has, er, a natural anxiety to determine the cause . . .”




  “The cause, I hear, Mister Drink . . .”




  “Drinkwater.”




  “Quite so, the cause was well known to be the failure of his anchor cables.”




  “He does not believe so . . .”




  “And what do you believe?”




  “I have an open mind, sir. I am not his creature. I am on official duty and, at the moment, I seek lodgings.”




  “And there is no room at the inn, eh?” The rector smiled, a peculiarly unpleasant grimace, revealing a row of stained teeth.




  “I was hoping,” Drinkwater said, though the prospect of sleeping under the rector’s roof was most displeasing, “that you would be able to help me . . .”




  “Help you? You mean accommodate yourself and your sailors here?” The idea of Christian charity seemed entirely foreign to the rector.




  “I should pay, sir,” Drinkwater said sharply.




  “I should insist upon it, sir, but the matter’s quite impossible.” The rector put a finger in his ear, waggled it and removed it, examining the adhesion to its extremity. Then

  he looked at Drinkwater and shrugged.




  “Very well, I am sorry to have troubled you.” Drinkwater turned away, exasperated. The rector’s attitude, added to that of the landlord of the Anchor and Hope, boded ill. It

  was clear that this was not just a lack of local hospitality; this was hostility. Drinkwater could not imagine what Captain Poynton had done to upset the inhabitants of Porthcarrow, but whatever it

  was, it was going to prevent him finding lodgings for his men, and already the shadows were lengthening.




  “Where are you going?” the rector called boorishly after him.




  Drinkwater turned his head without arresting his retreat. “To rig a sail and sleep under my boat on the beach, damn it.”




  “Wait!”




  Drinkwater stopped and turned. The rector came out under the porch and, cupping his hands, bellowed “Billie!” A moment later a small, ragged boy appeared, and the rector bent to

  chuck his cheek and give him some instruction after which the boy ran off. Straightening up, the rector announced, “Mr Goodhart has the farm at the end of the lane. I’ve told him to

  take you and your men in at half a sovereign a night . . .”




  “Have you, sir. That is most kind of you,” Drinkwater responded ironically, but the rector had turned away and Drinkwater finished his sentence addressing the rectory’s slammed

  door.




  The barn was at least plentifully supplied with straw and the farmer’s wife gave them a hearty breakfast. Drinkwater had been unable to negotiate a lesser charge than the

  exorbitant rate arranged by the rector, and Mr Goodhart had belied his name. Nevertheless, the morning promised well, with no trace of either the previous day’s overcast, or its wind. As they

  pulled out through the heads, an ebb tide sweeping them seawards, Drinkwater, putting the unpleasantness of Porthcarrow behind him, considered the day’s work. Mead, Foster and two others,

  named Thorn and Kerr, manned the oars, while in the bow Wynn, having got out the boat anchor, made the lead ready, a large pot of tallow on the bottom-boards beside him. In the stern sheets with

  Drinkwater, the literate Ross prepared pencils and note-tablet, while Drinkwater readied his compasses, pegged a large sheet of paper on his drawing board and tucked his precious sextant under the

  after thwart.




  “We’ve a good position from Poynton which was where the Montrose lay after the shift of wind. We know the direction of the gale and the scope of cable she had veered,

  so,” Drinkwater explained to the gig’s crew, “that will be our datum point.”




  “Have you any idea what we are looking for, Mr Drinkwater?” Ross asked, looking up.




  “Yes,” Drinkwater said with a confident grin. “I think I have. It’s called a steeple rock.”




  

    3. The Steeple Rock


  




  The phenomenon of the steeple rock was one well known to the officers of the Trinity House. The most famous of them lay off the Land’s End. Known as the Wolf Rock, it had

  defied all attempts to mark it with a beacon, for only its peak broke the surface of the sea, and was constantly swept by the monstrous swells of the Atlantic Ocean. This made it the most dangerous

  of the known hazards off the coast of Southern Britain, for the only notice of its presence was a swirl of white foam at low tide, and an occasional ominous howl as air compressed in its fissures

  vented, and gave the rock its name. Close to the rock there was deep water, so the danger manifested itself as a needle of hard granite, somewhat like the steeple of a church, upthrust from the bed

  of the sea.




  More complex reefs, composed of several rocks, like the Eddystone, could often be seen by vigilant lookouts even at night, or in stormy weather. The very name “eddy-stone” indicated

  the means by which the reef made its presence known. Moreover, such reefs could support a lighthouse, as had been established at both the Eddystone and the Caskets, but steeple rocks presented an

  insuperable danger. Furthermore, a steeple rock could lurk unknown below the surface of the sea, ready to catch the bottom of a vessel passing overhead at low tide and in the trough of a great wave

  perhaps, or simply to rend a straining anchor cable snagged about its jagged flanks. That, at least on the basis of Poynton’s account, was what Judd and Drinkwater had concluded had occurred

  to the unfortunate Montrose.




  Drinkwater had no reason to disbelieve Poynton’s account, for it had been sworn before a notary. The references to the Montrose’s master he had encountered

  in Porthcarrow, however, began to shake this simple viewpoint, and the loss of certainty increased as the day dragged by and they found nothing. The second day was no more successful, and the grins

  of the fishermen of Porthcarrow as they passed the Trinity House gig, engaged on their own business, were infuriating. On the evening of the third fruitless day, Drinkwater brought the gig into

  Porthcarrow in their company. The local fishing boats consisted of line and pot boats, and larger luggers which, although they had seen much of these boats, they had had no contact with, for it was

  clear the fishermen deliberately ignored the interlopers.




  “Sent us to bleedin’ Coventry, the whores’ns,” Foster succinctly put it.




  As they pulled the gig inside the breakwater and made its painter fast to a ring in the wall, Drinkwater caught the eye of a young man in an adjacent line-boat.




  “I wish to hire your boat, tomorrow,” he said. “I will pay you five shillings.”




  He saw the gleam in the fisherman’s eye; five shillings was a huge sum of hard money, well worth a day off his grounds. Drinkwater’s generosity provoked a sharp interest among his

  own crew, but the young man turned away without a word, busying himself with the coiling down of a line.




  “I addressed you, sir, in a perfectly respectful tone.” Drinkwater made a second attempt. “I am offering you five shillings for the hire of your boat . . .”




  The young fisherman looked up. “No! My boat’s not for hire, bugger you,” and scrambling forward, the fisherman grabbed his painter, hauled his boat alongside the wall and

  climbed a rope hanging down the wall. Drinkwater sighed and Ross caught his eye.




  “He were upset, Mr Drinkwater. It hurt him to turn down five shillings . . .”




  “It’d hurt me,” put in Foster, to a chorus of agreement.




  “Follow him, Ross, find out where he lives. He’ll have a wife or a mother who might be more pliant. Go with him, Foster, make it look casual. Just find out where he lives.”




  “We might need a drink, sir, if he goes in a tavern . . .”




  Drinkwater fished a coin out of his pocket. “Here’s thruppence, now get on with it.”




  “Aye, aye, sir,” Foster grinned and winked at his disconsolate fellows.




  “They’re a bloody rum lot hereabouts,” said Mead as they began to take the gear out of the boat. “Suspicious as Frenchmen . . .”




  “What d’you want his boat for, sir?” asked Kerr.




  “I want to make a sweep. To stretch a weighted line between two boats and drag it along the bottom. It’s going to be the only way to locate this damned rock. I thought it would be

  quite large, now I’m not so sure.”




  “There’s somefink Ross said, Mister Drinkwa’er,” put in Mead.




  “What’s that?”




  “Well, sir, if this rock cut fru the Mon’rose’s cables, couldn’t them bleedin’ cables have broke the rock . . .” Drinkwater stared incredulously at

  Mead. It was certainly possible . . . “Ross found an old carrot in that barn, d’you see, sir, an’e hexplained it to me, like. The carrot broke . . .”




  “Yes, of course, that’s quite possible. D’you know that never occurred to me.” It was obvious when he thought of it. The weight of a ship under the impulse of a strong

  wind, even with her topmasts sent down and her lower yards a-portlast, was considerable. Add the additional strain conferred by the surge of the breaking seas, and the thing was not only possible,

  it was quite likely. Drinkwater felt certainty oozing back into him, along with the realisation that he had been foolish in making too many assumptions.




  “That don’t explain the unfriendliness of these poxy fisher-folk,” said Thorn, adding, as he indicated the sextant and compasses, “I suppose we’ve got to hump this

  lot back up to the barn, Mr Drinkwater?”




  “I’m afraid you have, Thorn. Shall we get on with it and see what Mrs Goodhart has got for us to eat this evening.”




  After two days, Mrs Goodhart seemed not to share the hostility of the rest of the inhabitants of Porthcarrow, perhaps because she was a farmer’s wife and not one of the

  bigotted fisherfolk, perhaps because half a sovereign a day put several shillings into her own purse. She and her husband, Drinkwater had gleaned, worked land owned if not by the rector, then by

  the squire in whose gift the rector’s parish lay.




  They had eaten Mrs Goodhart’s stew before Foster and Ross appeared in the farmhouse’s kitchen. They were amiably drunk, and pitched into their portions of stew before Ross edged up

  to Drinkwater, whose position as officer in charge gave him the privilege of the only spare upright chair in the room. It had been another long day, and Drinkwater was soporific with food and the

  warmth of the kitchen. He leaned back and drowsily asked, “Well, Ross? What news?”




  “Found his home, sir. Lives with a handsome young bint and a babe near the quay.”




  “Very well.” Drinkwater roused himself. “You can show me when you’ve eaten.”




  An hour later the two men descended to the town. It was almost dark under the shadow of Pen Carrow, which rose dark and sharp against the twilight. Lights were appearing here and there and the

  narrow streets were almost deserted, though an old woman shuffled past them muttering to herself, a young man and a girl drew back into an alleyway, and a dog urinated against a doorpost. The town

  smelt of rotting fish, for piles of nets lay outside the doorways, awaiting repair by the women.




  Ross led Drinkwater quickly to a tarred, black door outside which stood a pair of boots, a pair of oars and a coil of light line, left in readiness for the morning.




  “This is the place, sir.”




  Drinkwater knocked on the door, lifted the latch and gently eased it open. The hinges had dropped and it scraped on the flagstones. The young fisherman lay slumped at a table, asleep on his

  arms. At the opposite end, a young woman looked up from the basin of water in which she was scouring her pots. The astonishment in her eyes turned quickly to alarm and she called

  “John!” so that the young man stirred.




  “Don’t be alarmed, Ma’am. You clearly know who I am, but you may not know that your husband refused to hire me his boat . . .”




  “John!” she called again, and this time a wail came from a crib beside the fire.




  “Did you know I offered him five shillings?” Drinkwater persisted, gesturing to the baby. “It would have bought some comforts for you and your child.”




  Drinkwater saw the fact strike her, but she was too frightened to say more than, “John, wake up!” The alarm woke the baby, whose squalling filled the room and the fisherman lifted

  his head from the table. The intruders swam into focus and the legs of his chair squealed against the flagstones as he rose, unsteady with drink, food and fatigue.




  “What the hell do you want?”




  “I only want to know why you won’t let me hire your boat tomorrow.”




  “Get out of my house!”




  “Name your price, man. You owe it to your wife and child.”




  “What’ave you said to ’im?” he said to his wife.




  She had scooped up the child and swayed from side to side, patting its head as the wailing subsided. “Nothing, John, they just bursted in . . .”




  “Five shillings . . .”




  “I don’t want your five shillings, damn you . . .”




  “John, think . . .”




  “Hold your tongue woman. As for you,” the fisherman pushed himself clear of the table and confronted Drinkwater, “we don’t want you round here! Not you no more than

  Poynton. Take my advice and get out while you can. I don’t know what the bloody rector be doing encouraging you to stay, damn his drunken soul. Just get out of my house.”




  “I don’t think we are doing . . .” Ross began, but Drinkwater had already come to the same conclusion.




  “I am sorry to have troubled you,” he said to the woman and backed out into the street.




  “There’s something not right,” remarked Ross as they walked down the dark street and turned uphill towards the church.




  Drinkwater woke early. The sun had yet to rise, and although the air was filled with birdsong, it failed to raise his spirits, for he was greatly troubled by the apparent

  impossibility of his task, the unpleasantness of the previous evening and the knowledge that he was running out of time. The conviction that Ross might be right, and the Montrose’s

  cables had demolished the steeple rock even as the cables were cut through, was less strong as he lay in the straw, listening to the snoring of the seamen about him. It was just too much of a

  coincidence, however attractive it might seem after a long, unsuccessful day. If the rock remained in existence he simply had to find it, and the thought prevented him from falling asleep

  again. He lay thinking, assuming the rock was there, and then it occurred to him there was something he could do, something simple. Brushing the straw from his person he pulled on his shoes, picked

  up his coat and stumbled out into the yard. Dishevelled and sticky from sleep, he set off up the damp flank of Pen Carrow.




  An hour later he arrived at the summit, his legs aching. Like most seamen, although capable of keeping his balance in difficult circumstances, he found walking arduous and the rising sun, though

  low, was already warm on his back. As soon as he had gained the vantage point he sought, he settled himself on an outcrop of rock high above the river mouth. From this vantage point he could see

  the swirl of the river as it ran into the sea, its stream adding to the ebbing tide. Delicate filigrees of foam formed necklaces about the rocks below him, off Pen Carrow, and the continuing

  windless conditions ensured there was no sea, the surface of which was not even ruffled in the prevailing calm. A low swell, perhaps left over from some long dead gale, perhaps presaging a blow far

  out in the Atlantic to the westward, seemed to make the ocean breathe in a slow, languid undulation. Drinkwater realised he could expect no more perfect conditions for his observations.




  Carefully, he scrutinised the scene below. Almost at once he detected something interesting. About the rocks were set the tiny spar buoys of the fishermen. These small stakes, each with a weft

  of torn cloth to distinguish it, was anchored to a crab or lobster pot on the seabed. They were mostly tucked close in to the rocks, the habitat favoured by the lobsters. But, while there was a

  sprinkling across the estuary, marking lesser outcrops, three or four were clustered about a single spot. Could that be the location of the steeple rock? Drinkwater felt his heart-beat quicken.

  Wondering why he had not thought of this before, he pulled his notebook from his pocket. Of course, he thought, quickly thumbing through the leaves, everything looked quite different at sealevel,

  but the position was very different from the one Poynton had given, and about which they had been so unsuccessfully searching.




  He found Poynton’s bearings and regarded the scene before him. The bearing to the north east was incontrovertible and, moreover, ran right through the cluster of dan buoys. Drinkwater

  broke out in a sweat of anticipation. The second bearing ran to “a sharp rock”, and Drinkwater realised that Poynton had not laid his compass upon the slab of granite he himself knew as

  The Mewstone, but at a lesser, more pointed rock which at sea level lay directly in line with The Mewstone, when erroneously viewed from the assumed position. Interpretation of the bearing was

  therefore anomalous and, Drinkwater thought chiding himself, he had made a false assumption. On the morning that Drinkwater had first located the supposed position, these two rocks had been in the

  eye of the sun, and he had assumed The Mewstone to be the “sharp rock” to which Poynton, in the extremity of his situation, had referred. Both revised bearings crossed over the cluster

  of pots, but, if he had it aright, the third remained stubbornly obdurate. Poynton had written simply “S° Headland SE1/4E”, and there seemed no way that a bearing of South East a

  Quarter East could be made to pass through anything other than the rock outcrop on the summit of Pen Carrow upon which Drinkwater now sat. He tried visually transferring the bearing through the dan

  buoys and then he smote his head for a silly fool. Just behind him, hidden by a fold in the cropped grass from an observer in a small boat, rose another. From the quarter-deck of a ship, it would,

  he thought, appear as the summit of the south headland. Drinkwater had fallen into a simple but effective trap, making assumptions that, had he acted with less impetuous certainty, would have saved

  him much time and labour.




  “God’s bones,” he swore, thrusting himself to his feet. “What a callow fool I’ve been!” He began to run back to the farm, not noticing the line of cloud

  gathering on the western horizon, or the gently increasing undulation in the breathing Atlantic. As he ran gasping into the yard he met Ross. Anxiety was plain on the seaman’s face.




  “Where’ve you been, sir? We’ve been looking everywhere for you.”




  “Why, what’s the matter?”




  “We went down to the boat, sir, thinking you were down there, and the buggers have stove it!”




  

    4. The Matter of a Boat


  




  The gig had been removed from its mooring off the breakwater and dragged up the beach a quarter of a mile upstream. Here an axe had been taken to its bottom and a dozen ribs

  had been chopped through, the garboard on both sides of the hog were split and, for good measure, several adjacent planks on either side had been beaten in. Drinkwater’s blood ran cold at the

  sight. Outrage at the act combined with a furious frustration that he was so close to his objective and was now deprived of the means to achieve it. His only consolation was that their instruments

  remained safe. For a moment he strode up and down in a lather of conflicting emotion, and then he decided what he should do. Appealing to the justices, one of which was almost certainly the rector,

  was likely to avail him nothing. He must get a boat and finish his task in defiance of local opposition. Then perhaps he could contemplate what action he should take against these fisherfolk who

  nursed so intense a hatred of strangers that they would commit such an act as deliberate wrecking. Making up his mind, he turned to his men, who stood awaiting his decision.




  “Well, they’ve done their best to dissuade us, but I’ve been out this morning and I wish to make another attempt to locate this rock.” He looked at the men and tried to

  gauge their mood; it was clear they were waiting for him to finish. “Foster and Mead, you’ve both served in the navy, haven’t you?”




  “Aye, sir.” The two men shifted their feet in the sand and a buzz of flies rose from the dried bladder-wrack they disturbed.




  “So have I, sir,” said Wynn.




  “Good,” Drinkwater replied. “I intend to commandeer one of the inshore boats. I would rather none of these people was hurt because if they are we’ll not get back ashore

  alive, but if we employ a little subterfuge, I think we may be lucky. Now, Ross, Thorn and Kerr, are you game for this?”




  “Aye, sir, of course.”




  “That’s as well. Now, this is what we are going to do.”




  The men responsible for wrecking the Argus’s gig had broken its oars into several pieces. The looms of these had been recovered by Drinkwater’s men and

  hidden up their sleeves as they shuffled disconsolately back through the little town.




  “Not a word,” Drinkwater had ordered. “Not a scowl at a single soul. You may kick a dog out of your way, but you must appear defeated. We are going to retire from this place .

  . .”




  It was clear from the men lounging in their doorways, that many of them had deferred putting to sea that morning, in order to be available if a show of force was put up by the Trinity House

  party. From their penury it was clear that few could afford a day off in such fine weather. Drinkwater was therefore gambling on their going to sea as soon as they were certain that he and his men

  had gone. In this Drinkwater obliged them before the church clock struck nine, amused that two boys were sent to trail them as the Trinity House party set out inland, along the single track which

  climbed uphill towards Bodmin.




  Long before noon the boys grew bored and turned back. Determined to maintain his deception, Drinkwater trudged on so that, to anyone watching with a glass, he and his men would be seen crossing

  the moor and vanishing over the horizon. As they marched, the men speculated on the reason behind the hostility of the fisherfolk of Porthcarrow. Their opinions varied; most regarded the natives as

  retarded primitives, suspicious of any outsiders. Ross, on the other hand, claimed that there was another more sinister reason.




  “They’re wreckers,” he said firmly. “The place is stuffed with the booty from wrecked ships, that’s why they didn’t want Poynton sniffing round and

  that’s why they don’t want us snooping about.”




  Drinkwater paid little attention to the easy discourse of the men. They seemed able to shrug off the events of the morning with ease. Ross, Drinkwater considered, might well be correct, but then

  Ross and his cronies were not responsible for the gig, or the discovery of that damned steeple rock.




  They had bought a loaf and a flagon of cider from Mrs Good-hart before their departure and ate it once over the brow of the hill. After a short rest, they began to work their

  way back towards Porthcarrow, off the beaten track, finding a small spinney to hole up in until late afternoon. As the sun began to wester amid a riot of cloud which presaged a change in the

  weather, Drinkwater gave his final instructions.




  It was almost dark when they set off again. Drinkwater was not anxious to return to Porthcarrow until the fishing boats had come in and the menfolk were dozing about their hearths, so the church

  clock was again chiming nine as they reached the first cottage on what they knew was called Church Street. But if they had thought to find the tiny harbour deserted, they were mistaken, for a group

  of men were manning a large lugger, and Drinkwater was compelled to retire to the churchyard, hide among the tombstones and revise his plans.




  He left the men crouching amid the graves and set off to watch the harbour, only to find that in the interim the lugger had sailed and the quay was now deserted. Staring out across the river, he

  saw the jagged outline of the lugger’s sails as she moved out into the tide, heading for sea. Drinkwater went back to the churchyard and waved his men on. The moon had yet to rise, and they

  moved swiftly onto the stone quay. After the tension of the day, the ease with which they stole the young fisherman’s boat was a relief. Before casting off, Drinkwater opened the lay of the

  standing boatrope fastened to the iron ring on the quay wall, and through the splayed strands he inserted a folded leaf of his pocketbook. It was a promise to pay five shillings for the hire of the

  boat on his return.




  Drinkwater kept the boat inshore as they edged out between the headlands. He could still see the lugger, but thought it most unlikely that anything of the following boat, creeping under the

  massive shadow of Pen Carrow, was visible from seaward. What concerned him more was the steepening swell and the fresh breeze that met them as they emerged from the shelter of the land.




  He had intended that they should lay off The Mewstone to await daylight, then to locate the rock before hue and cry caught up with them. He had left the promissory note to distract the

  boat’s owner, so confident was he now of finding the steeple rock. But the deterioration in the weather, which could only worsen, meant they must start at once. Fortunately, there was

  sufficient light to see the dark masses of the two headlands and the rocks, and it would not take them long to work their way onto the position. Fortunately too, the boat contained a tub of light

  line, well furnished with hooks, but terminating at one end in a small boat-anchor, or killick. This would considerably simplify matters and, armed with his new knowledge of the dan buoys,

  Drinkwater headed the boat further to the south than hitherto.




  Despite the wind, which was from the south west, they were also lucky in that this threw the assumed position of the rock in the lee of The Mewstone. They must take advantage of the shelter and,

  as the boat’s crew bent to the oars, Drinkwater explained his reasons for making this last effort and was gratified to hear grunts of approval.




  “It’s make all our trials and tribulations worthwhile,” said Ross as he shipped his oar and prepared to assist Drinkwater.




  “We might even ’ave this boat back on its moorin’s afore any of those daft buggers wake up!” put in Mead, and his fellow oarsmen laughed agreeably.




  In the end the discovery of the steeple rock was simple, though it took five attempts. The first three were disrupted by heavy swells which rolled down upon the wallowing boat

  at an inappropriate moment, and the fourth was abandoned when they ran foul of one of the dan buoys that revealed the presence of submarine rocks. This and its crab-pot had to be lifted, but thanks

  to the long line left in its tub by the boat’s owner, Drinkwater was able to perfect his technique and at the fifth sweep, the line came up all standing.




  “I think we have the thing,” he said as the boat’s head jerked round. “Now just pull easily and take the weight of the boat off the line. Kerr you heave in and tell me

  when the line’s up-and-down.”




  Drinkwater had dropped the killick clear on the landward side of the estimated position of the steeple rock. He had then taken the boat in a wide sweep round the assumed location, with Ross

  carefully paying out the line over the boat’s transom. From time to time Ross had sworn as the hooks caught him, and the four false starts tested all their patience, but the fifth went

  smoothly, despite the slop of the waves and the spatter of spray that made them curse the chill. But by encircling the rock with the line, they were able to pass a bight of the fishing line about

  it, girding it and thus effectively capturing it. The critical moment came as the loop was completed and tugged the boat’s head round so that she was moored to the killick with the line about

  the rock, almost replicating the situation Poynton’s Montrose had been in the previous January.




  By gently pulling the boat forward until the line led vertically down into the sea, they would bring her over the very spot. As they did so, Kerr in the bow dipped his lead repeatedly as

  Drinkwater, his sextant held horizontally and lining up two of the three objects he had selected for the best triangulation, prepared to fix the position of the steeple rock for posterity.




  Kerr seemed to be dibbing over the bow for an eternity, and Drinkwater was almost praying as he shook with the effort of trying to retain the images in both sextant mirrors. But at last, just as

  it seemed he could retain the posture no longer, Kerr shouted with triumph.




  “Rock, sir, no doubt! Hard as flint and two, no two-and-a-half fathoms off the soft sand about it!”




  “Well done,” Drinkwater called, “now maintain station boys, don’t lose the bugger . . .” Frantically he took his first set of angles, then, bent double, he ducked

  into the bottom of the boat where Ross had the boat’s lamp alight. Carefully Drinkwater read the angle off the silvered arc, his eyes streaming with the effort. He dictated them to Ross who

  wrote them down, then he stood again. “Still holding, Kerr?”




  “Bouncing right a-top the bugger, sir.”




  “Hold it another moment, then . . .” Drinkwater struggled with the second angle. The two angles bisected adjacent chords of two circles, the left extreme of the right-hand angle

  resting on the vertical cliff where Pen Carrow fell into the estuary, which in turn became the right extreme of the left-hand angle. The Euclidean solution to this plane triangulation, that the

  angle subtending a chord at the circumference of a circle was half that subtended at the centre, was simple on paper, but resolving it in practice, in a wildly dancing boat, in the dark, was beset

  by practical difficulties. Strained though Drinkwater’s skill and patience were, he sat down with a grunt of triumph, having captured the second angle, and read it off to Ross by the

  lamplight. The two angles gave the intersection of the two circles, and beneath that geometric certainty, lay the elusive steeple rock.




  For a further half an hour they pulled about the site, roughly establishing the extent of the rock and finding it was indeed a steeple, no more than two or three feet across, yet rising from the

  seabed some fifteen feet. It was a sheer needle of granite and one, it seemed, quite capable of severing a pair of heavy rope cables if they were sawed across its striated surface for a while.

  Concentrating thus upon their task, it was only when they began to consider that it was complete, that Mead remarked that “it was blowing a bit now.”




  Drinkwater looked up. The lee of The Mewstone in which they had been working had been perfect, but beyond it, the wind had already kicked up a vicious sea. Astern of them the bar was now covered

  with heavy breaking waves, grey-white in the growing light of dawn. They were another quarter-of-an-hour recovering the fisherman’s line and killick, by which time the wind was not only

  freshening, but was veering, blowing ever more directly into the estuary of the Carrow. When the killick had been lifted, Drinkwater set the boat’s head towards the bar.




  “Give way, my lads.”




  There were only four oars in the boat, so the unoccupied men sat shivering, ready to relieve their companions as they pulled for the wild barrier of breaking waves that bestrode the hidden

  obstruction of the submerged sand-bar. The noise of the breakers mingled horribly with the howl of the rising gale. Drinkwater fought the kick of the tiller as the boat tried to swing round under

  the impetus of the following seas. The eyes of the crew were astern, where the crests of each succeeding wave rose higher and higher above them. The surface of the sea steepened as they ran into

  shallower water until, with a savage roar, one broke above them and, lifting the boat and flinging it forward, roared past on either side in a welter of white water.




  As the crest passed under them, the boat dragged on the reverse slope of the onrushing wave. Drinkwater roared, “You idlers! Prepare to bale! We may not be so lucky next time.” Then

  they were in the wind-shadow of the next crest, felt the indifferent mass of it raising them as the boat was accelerated again, felt the slam of it against the broad transom, and then the dip of

  the bow and the surging rise of the cartwheeling stern. “Hold on!” bellowed Drinkwater, as the sudden chilling shock of cold seawater seemed to fill the whole world.




  

    5. A Warm Welcome


  




  The wave passed swiftly beneath them before they pitchpoled and the boat fell back on an even keel. It was filled to the thwarts with water, but they were through the worst,

  and although the wind blew strongly onshore, they had passed the bar into calmer water.




  The “idlers” needed no second bidding and baled frantically, Kerr with his bonnet, Ross with his cupped hands until Drinkwater, securing the sextant and boat compass in their wooden

  boxes, threw Ross his own hat. And once they were between the headlands the oarsmen ran their oar-looms across the boat and joined their baling mates. Swamping a boat was, while not a common

  occurrence, a not unfamiliar predicament to the seamen of Trinity House. The most dangerous aspect of their situation was the long, hook-infested line of the boat’s rightful owner. No-one

  escaped its vicious barbs as they mastered their plight, but in due course – cold, wet and hungry – they plied their oars again and headed for the grey breakwater.




  “Looks like they’ve discovered the missing boat, sir,” Kerr called from forward.




  It was already daylight and Drinkwater could see the figures gathering on the quay.




  “Have any of you still got your broken oar-looms,” Drinkwater asked, “or were they all washed away?”




  “I’ve got mine,” responded Foster, “jammed it under bottom boards.”




  “And I’ve mine . . .”




  “And me . . .”




  “Looks as though you might need them,” Drinkwater said, standing up in the stern, retrieving his sodden hat from Ross and clapping it on his head. “Now a nice clip of a stroke

  there, Foster. Let’s show these cod ends we know what’s what, eh?”








  Drinkwater put on a bold front as the boat was pulled smartly round the end of the breakwater into the pool within its compass.




  “Oars!” he commanded. “Hold water larboard!” The boat spun round, its stern heading for the ringbolt and its standing boatrope. Kerr was ready in the bows. “Hold

  water all!” The boat came to a stop and Kerr picked up the rope. As he did so, Drinkwater, still standing in the stern sheets, looked up at he men lining the quay and staring down at them.

  The young fisherman he knew simply as “John” was there and in his hand a slip of white paper fluttered in the wind. So, he was aware of the five shillings owing for the hire of his

  boat. Drinkwater swept the wet hat from his head and made a small bow from the waist.




  “Good morning, gentlemen,” he said, then turning to the young fisherman, added, “I’m obliged to you for the use of your boat, John, and see, it is returned to you early

  enough for you to go fishing, if you’ll risk your neck out there in this weather . . .”




  “Why, you damned trickster . . .” an older man began, but Drinkwater was in no mood for repartee and continued addressing John.




  “Your fellow fishermen wantonly destroyed the Argus’s gig and I had, perforce, to avail myself of your kind offer to hire me your own boat for five shillings.”




  “Oi made no such offer,” protested John as a stare of mistrust passed among his mates on the quay.




  “Did you not? Well your wife seemed to indicate something of the sort when we visited you the other evening.”




  “That’s a damn lie!”




  Having precipitated an immediate altercation between the unfortunate John and his colleagues, and thus diverted attention from themselves, Drinkwater gathered up his sextant box.

  “Disembark nice and quietly, lads, no pushing or shoving.”




  “You’d better go first, Mr Drinkwater,” Mead offered.




  “Well, if you insist . . .” Drinkwater stepped the length of the boat over the thwarts and, clambering up the rope, found a pair of leather boots confronting him as he raised his

  eyes over the edge. He looked up. “If you are thinking of kicking me in the teeth, sir, I should think again. If I choose to take proceedings against you, rather than claim my boat was

  damaged on rocks and I lost it, I shall have at least one of you hanged. As it is I’ve completed my business and can truly go to Falmouth without further delay . . . Now, let me up, if you

  please . . .”




  The crowd fell back with a buzz of comment at the news. Rising to his feet, Drinkwater bent, recovered the sextant box from Kerr and waited for his crew to muster on the quay. Turning to the

  crowd about him, he remarked pleasantly, “You have a fine steeple rock in the approaches to Porthcarrow, gentlemen, but I guess you already knew that, and could have saved me a deal of labour

  and anxiety, had you chosen to.”




  “We mean you no harm, Mister,” said the man whose boots Drinkwater had confronted. “But the sooner you’re out of here the better for all of us.” The announcement

  was greeted with a chorus of assent.




  “Well then,” Drinkwater said, “you had better arrange for that ruffian at the Anchor and Hope to serve us a breakfast, and allow us to dry our clothes there . . .”




  “You’ve half an hour to get out of town . . .”




  “Breakfast, sir, before I do another damned thing . . .”




  But this argument was scotched before it proceeded further. Attention was demanded by a cry from the bottom of Church Street. Drinkwater could not make out what was said, but suddenly the crowd

  was moving away, shouting at the man standing in the narrow gap between the houses which marked Church Street’s junction with the quayside. Then they were almost alone; only the young

  fisherman John lingered uncertainly, looking anxiously after his fellows but clearly reluctant to relinquish his contact with five shillings.




  “Here, fellow,” Drinkwater said, beckoning him back and reaching into his pocket. “The five shillings is yours if you’ll just put a word in for us in the Anchor and

  Hope.”




  “Why you’re a bad, wicked man, sir, and that’s the truth.” The man came hesitantly back towards them, holding his hand out.




  “The Anchor and Hope, John,” Drinkwater insisted. “Then the five bob’s yours.” He turned to his men. “Come lads, breakfast.”




  They had to beat upon the tavern door, but when the landlord appeared, Drinkwater stood quietly and let the fisherman explain their needs in a low voice. He caught the words, “hurry

  up” and “the alarm’s been raised”, which turned the landlord from anger at being roused, to an obvious compliance. The fisherman turned to Drinkwater. “’Tis

  fixed,” he said shortly and held out his hand.




  “Come, Landlord, some rum punch for my lads, and then a hearty breakfast of whatever your wife has to hand. We’ve been up all night and have a King’s appetite, eh

  lads?”




  “My money,” demanded the fisherman.




  Drinkwater began counting it out into the man’s grubby, split hand. “What’s all the hurry, John? Come, stay and have a drink . . .” Drinkwater saw the man hesitate.

  “Join us in a bite. I don’t imagine,” he added drily, “that it will be long in coming.”




  “Oi, er, oi’d, er . . .”




  “You know there’s no hurry, John. You know as well as I do that you’ll not get a ship over that bar until high water, and that’s four hours away. By then,”

  Drinkwater continued, taking the proffered rum from Kerr and offering it to the fisherman, “the weather’ll make it impossible. You were expecting her yesterday, that’s why you

  wanted us out of town, isn’t it, eh?”




  “How the devil . . . ?” John stopped himself, but he had already given the game away and it fell silent in the taproom. Drinkwater motioned the young man to take the rum punch.

  Having served them, the landlord had disappeared to raise his wife and cook up the demanded breakfast. John found himself surrounded by the Trinity seamen.




  “You bastards are wrecking,” Ross said accusingly.




  “No, no, we ain’t wrecking,” John protested vehemently.




  “No, no, they’re not wrecking,” Drinkwater said, “but they are expecting contraband. They’re smuggling, and a full cargo, if I’m not mistaken.”




  “How d’you know . . . ?” John began, alarm written across his pleasant, guileless face, but at that instant the door crashed open and three men with clubs came in, seized the

  wretched fisherman and dragged him out into the street, where they began belabouring him.




  “I think we need those oar-looms, lads,” said Drinkwater, fisting his pewter tankard and slamming it down on the head of one of John’s assailants. The fight was short-lived.

  With one of their number knocked bleeding and unconscious to the ground, the other two men ran off. With an odd solicitude, Kerr and Wynn helped John to his feet. Blood poured down his face from a

  gash to his head and his face was ashen.




  “Ross,” Drinkwater said sharply, “do you run to his cottage and get his wife. Those bastards have concussed the poor devil.”




  “Aye, the bloody landlord had a hand in it,” Foster said.




  “Seen our bloody breakfast off, then, the bugger!”




  “Ow d’you know about this ’ere smugglin’ then, sir?”




  “I guessed,” replied Drinkwater. “Ross gave me the lead, but these men aren’t deliberate wreckers. Oh, certainly they’d plunder a wreck if they had the chance. I

  think they’d have had a go at Poynton’s Montrose if there was any of it left, and maybe they’ve been dragging the site in the hope of some plate, but smuggling’s a

  different matter. The rector’s in it up to his breeches, and probably the squire, but we haven’t had the pleasure of his acquaintance.”




  “So what do we do now, sir?”




  “Have our breakfast and then . . . Well, I can’t see Captain Judd working the Argus round the Land’s End for a week, so we had better make our rendezvous in

  Falmouth.”




  “That’s a fair march from here, sir,” Foster said, regarding his empty pot ruefully. “And we was up all last night after marching all day yesterday.”




  “An’ our clothes is intol’rably wet, sir.”




  Drinkwater looked round the circle of faces and grinned. “We could stay here until tomorrow if one or two of you could persuade the landlord of the fact. I don’t suppose there are

  too many to argue the point just at the moment.” Foster agreed, as did Mead and Wynn. “This fellow still looks grim,” Drinkwater added, regarding the fisherman stretched upon the

  adjacent bench.




  At this point the door opened again and Ross led the man’s wife into the taproom. ‘Help the lady home with her husband,” Drinkwater said wearily.








  After the fisherman’s wife had been calmed, told what had happened and seen home, they settled to a belated and resentfully-servedbreakfast. Following this, Drinkwater

  and his men dozed as their outer garments dried before the fire. It was late morning before any of the Trinity men stirred, but a gust of wind blew the taproom door open and a swirl of rain blew

  in. Drinkwater woke with a start, stretching and feeling the agony of returning circulation to his cramped and numbed limbs. Slowly he recalled his circumstances, and then, thinking of the injured

  fisherman and the hours of idleness before he could lead his men out of this benighted place, he decided to see how the wretched fellow was.




  Stepping out into the narrow street, Drinkwater was almost swept off his feet by a gust of wind. Having struggled to the fisherman’s house he knocked and went in. The young man was

  conscious, his head bandaged with a clean rag, and his wife was peeling potatoes. The fisherman stirred, his face puffing with anger at the intrusion, but Drinkwater held up his hand.




  “I’m sorry about your injury, John,” he said, “but it was your own people who hit you. At least you are not concussed.”




  John subsided and shook his head. “There’s trouble, Mister, an’ there’ll be more afore this is all ower. Reckon you owes me more than five shilling.”




  Drinkwater ignored the last remark. “I know there’s trouble, but what is it?”




  “It’s nowt to do with you, sir, and I’d keep out of it.”




  Drinkwater nodded. In his pocket he found a shilling and, leaning forward, he placed it on the blanket covering the sleeping child in his crib. “Fine baby,” he said, smiling at the

  woman.




  “John, like his father,” she said smiling back at him. “You married, sir?” He nodded. “But no children?”




  “But no children. Tell me, is Big John involved with this smuggling . . . ?”




  She looked across at her husband. “Be silent, woman,” he said. “There’s trouble enough already.”




  “What is this trouble?” Drinkwater persisted.




  “There’s a damned ship due. She’s late like you said an’ now they’ve got her anchored off the bar . . .”




  “Just like the Montrose, eh?”




  “Aye, jus’ like the bloody Montrose! An’ just like the Montrose she’ll go all to pieces and we’ll lose her an’ the cargo, an’ then that

  poor little bastard,” John nodded at the child, “will have to drag himself to sea like his father an’ his gran’father . . .”




  “Don’t talk like that . . .” his wife cut in, but Drinkwater was already leaving them to their domestic misery, glad at least that the poor, young fellow was alive. Returning

  to the Anchor and Hope, Drinkwater made an announcement.




  “You’re welcome to remain here, but I’m going up on Pen Carrow head. I think we might have a wreck on our hands by darkness.” The door slammed behind Drinkwater.




  “On our bloody hands,” Foster protested, “what’s a wreck got to do with us?”




  “He’s like a bloody bulldog,” Ross remarked, half admiringly.




  

    6. Rescue


  




  The scene from Pen Carrow was stupefying. The fishermen of Porthcarrow were scattered about the slope of the headland, huddled in impotent little groups, oddly like flotsam,

  Drinkwater thought, washed hither and thither, from the quay to this lonely, wind-scoured spot, by the circumstances from which they wrested their existence. He felt sorry for them, standing there,

  watching the small brig as she snubbed at her cable. Whatever the brig’s cargo, the attempt to evade duty was a determined, well-planned operation, only spoiled by the weather. Drinkwater

  could not imagine why they had let her get so close inshore, but concluded those responsible must have decided to cross the bar before the weather precluded it altogether. One thing was certain,

  the brig could not linger offshore. Every day’s delay increased the chances of word of her presence reaching Bodmin or Launceston and the Excisemen arriving. Now they stood watching any

  chance of landing their precious cargo ebb away.




  “You could get her in, sir.” Drinkwater turned to find Ross beside him. “We could get aboard and you could get her in . . .”




  “What the hell are you suggesting, Ross?” Drinkwater frowned at the able seaman. “You know what Foster said, the entrance is too narrow.”




  “Foster said it was too narrow . . .” Ross left the sentence hanging for a moment. “Look sir,” he went on, “none of these fishermen is used to handling a

  brig of that tonnage. They’re cod-heads, good at their trade, but ignorant. On the other hand, the crew of the brig probably don’t fancy lying this close inshore on an unfamiliar coast.

  She ain’t registered in Porthcarrow, is she? And I don’t suppose anything much larger than a lugger is, but we . . . you, me, Wynn, Mead, even Foster and the others, we’re used to

  working inshore. You’d not lose your nerve, sir.”




  “Wouldn’t I? How the deuce d’you know that?”




  “Cause I’ve seen you.”




  “You don’t want to leave the brig to her fate, do you Ross?”




  “Doesn’t seem right, somehow, sir.” Ross paused.




  “Well, that’s true . . .” The mad idea gathered momentum in Drinkwater’s active mind. “Very well. We’d better ask these villains for the loan of one of their

  boats again.” And with that, Drinkwater, having located the fisherman whose boots he had become acquainted with earlier that day, walked down the hill towards him.




  “We’ve put a pilot aboard,” said the villainous man, whom Drinkwater now knew as Jacob. “He’s a fisherman like ourselves, but he was a prisoner in

  France during the American War and he speaks the lingo.”




  “She’s a French vessel then?”




  Jacob turned and looked at him. “Aye, as you’ll find out if you gets aboard her.” They sat in the stern sheets of the lugger as eight oarsmen pulled her out to sea against the

  wind and the swell that now, near the top of the tide, swept in between the headlands.




  “Your pilot went out in the lugger this morning then,” Drinkwater said.




  “Aye. This lugger.” Jacob smacked the rail beside him. “She came back in while you were at the inn.”




  They sat in silence. It was increasingly difficult to talk as the wind howled about them, the big lugger bucked into the sea and sheets of spray shot aft, stinging their faces and inducing the

  painful wind-ache that followed. After a few minutes, Jacob turned to Drinkwater. “Why are you doing this, Mister? So’s you can turn us all over to the Riding Officers?”




  Drinkwater grinned. “No Jacob. I know nothing beyond the fact that there’s a vessel in distress off Pen Carrow. It is our duty to assist, if it is humanly possible. But let’s

  get her inside the heads and lying to an anchor in the stream first. It brings ill luck to count your chickens before they’re hatched.”




  The seas on the bar were less violent now the tide had risen, but the state of the sea beyond was wild in the extreme. So strong had the wind become, that the crests had ceased

  to break, but were torn off and shredded, their disintegrating atoms streaming to leeward with the force of buckshot. Pulling directly to windward, they could do little beyond inch the big lugger

  forward with tedious, back-breaking slowness. The oarsmen had fallen into a numbing rhythm, and Drinkwater admired their stout fortitude as they swayed, back and forth in faultless unison. Ahead of

  the lugger’s stem, Drinkwater could now see the brig, her bow rising high out of the water as she breasted the incoming seas, her single cable stretched tightly and leading steeply down into

  the water. Their own progress was barely discernible, but over a period of half an hour, the brig was noticeably closer.




  “The tide’s turned,” Drinkwater now had to shout, to make Jacob hear, “we’re being carried to seaward by the ebb.”




  While this afforded them some assistance in getting out to the brig, it increased the danger of bringing the vessel in, since not only would the strength of the tide grow inexorably against them

  – something which the power of the wind would easily overcome – but with the wind and tide in opposition, even steeper seas would run in the estuary and, worse still, across the bar

  itself. Whilst it may have been possible to pass the bar at a lower state of the tide in good weather, to do so in these conditions could result in the brig striking the bottom. If that were to

  happen she might break up. It was not a prospect Drinkwater wished to dwell upon. Besides, they were running out of time.




  Then they began to get a little shelter from the plunging hull and, shielded from the worst of the wind, they made better progress, watched by half a dozen heads peering over the brig’s

  rail.




  “Keep going, lads, not far now.” Drinkwater turned to Jacob. “I want all my men aboard. You may have to make several approaches, but do your damnedest.”




  “Aye, aye, sir.”




  Something about the way Jacob responded led Drinkwater to ask, “Have you ever served in the navy?”




  Jacob nodded and spat to leeward.




  “So have I, Jacob.”




  “You, Mister?”




  “Aye, Jacob. As Acting Lieutenant.”




  “Acting Lieutenant? Then you were a midshipmite.”




  Drinkwater nodded and, despite his precarious situation, grinned. “We all suffer bad luck, Jacob, but especially if you’re a midshipmite in His Britannic Majesty’s

  Navy.”




  “Were a midshipmite, Mister,” Jacob growled. “You’re bugger all now.”




  A moment later the brig, yawing and sawing at her cable, loomed above the lugger as it surged up and down her dun-coloured starboard side. A short pilot’s ladder had been flung over the

  side and, as the boat rose, Drinkwater made a leap for it. The instant both his feet felt the rungs, he scrambled upwards, for fear the lugger rose again and caught his ankles against the

  brig’s side. Clambering over the rail he jumped down on the deck and cast about him.




  Drinkwater recognised the fisherman-cum-pilot, and the worried-looking master. He bowed. “M’sieur.” He struck his breast and said “Drinkwater à votre

  service. Attendez-vous votre, er,” he gestured aloft, “hunier” he said, recalling the French for topsail and gesturing to that on the foremast.




  “Pourquoi?”




  Drinkwater turned and gestured that the brig would proceed through the heads. The master violently shook his head, countering with equal insistence that they remained at anchor. Drinkwater held

  out his right arm and sawed it across his left fist, and then pointed downwards before flattening his hands and waving them laterally in a universal gesture of failure. The master turned to the

  fisherman who tried to address the master’s concerns.




  “Tell him there’s a steeple rock in this area, that the Montrose was lost here with two cables down, that he doesn’t have a hope in hell unless he gets under way without

  more delay. Tell him the tide’s on the ebb and I haven’t come out here to argue with him. Tell him to have his men ready to loose his foretopsail, cut his cable and be ready to give her

  a stern board and cast her head to starboard.”




  Drinkwater turned to his own men, the last of which was Foster. “I want you on the forebraces. Except you, Foster. You get forward with that knife of yours and start cutting the

  cable.” Drinkwater turned to the master again. “Captain, get that festering hunier ready, stand-by the bloody clewlines!”




  The unfortunate Frenchman stood uncertainly for a moment, then a tremor ran through the whole fabric of the brig. From forward a cry of alarm was raised as the cable began to part, and the

  French master bawled his orders.




  “Get forrard, you men!” Drinkwater shouted. “Let fly the starboard and heave aft the larboard forebraces!” Drinkwater bellowed at his men and turning aft to the heavy

  tiller by which the brig was steered, he threw his weight on it, forcing it over to starboard. Even before the brig’s crew had let go the fore topsail’s clew and buntlines, with a

  second tremor, helped by Foster’s knife, the cable parted. The brig gathered sternway and, with the rudder hard a-port, her head fell off to starboard. With a slam aloft, the half-sheeted

  topsail slammed aback against the foremast.




  Drinkwater stared intently astern, watching Poynton’s “sharp rock” draw closer, aware that the French master was beside him, muttering anxiously. “M’sieur,

  m’sieur, regardez –”




  But Drinkwater needed no bidding. The fore topsail was now all a-tremble as the wind caught the weather luff. “Let go and haul!” he shouted, adding to the French master,

  “Capitaine, m’aider!”




  Both men threw themselves on the tiller and, in defiance of the brig’s momentum astern, forced the tiller right across the deck so that, as the gale caught the after side of the topsail,

  the stern board was arrested, the brig’s bow continued its starboard swing and she gathered headway. A moment later, the vessel was spinning round, her bowsprit raking the northern headland,

  as Drinkwater and the French captain steadied her for the centre of the channel and the tumbling mass of breakers thundering across the bar.




  From their standing start, they seemed now to have gained the speed of an arrow as they raced towards the fearful sight. The topsail had been sheeted home and, as the brig steadied on the

  entrance to the Carrow, the foreyards were squared. They were committed, committed to the narrow vent through which the river funnelled to the sea. Drinkwater felt his knees knock with sudden,

  terrifying panic. This was sheer madness! He could not believe the self-conceit that had led him to harken to Ross’s flattery. He felt certain that, in a few minutes, as they passed into that

  hideous welter of green, grey and white water, he would feel the fatal impact of the keel on hard sand, see the masts whip and hear the shrouds part with the twang of fiddle strings.




  “Mon Dieu!” Beside him, the Frenchman blasphemed as the bowsprit stabbed upwards at the sky above Pen Carrow. Drinkwater felt the stern fall into the trough of the following

  sea, heard again the sudden hush as a wave reared over their stern, and then felt the stern lift, lift with such sudden violence that he could feel the compression acting on his legs and spine. The

  bowsprit drove downwards and even the topsail seemed to shiver in the lee of the breaker.




  Now, now would be the instant the brig drove her forefoot into the sand bar and the masts would go by the board as they cartwheeled, broached and became a helpless wreck . . .




  But there was no impact; instead the bow seemed to lift with an astonishingly graceful majesty. Riding up, the brig was borne forward in triumph on the crest of the wave as it broke beneath them

  and foamed on beyond the quivering hull. There was a second, less terrifying pitch and scend, exhilarating after the first, and then they were through, the headlands rising on either side. It

  seemed for a moment that the lower yardarms would scrape the cliffs, but they sped past, sailing in across the placid waters of the estuary. Behind the brig, the lugger, under a scrap of sail,

  followed in their wake.




  Fifteen minutes later, the brig, the Rozelle of Quimper, lay at her second bower anchor off Porthcarrow, and Drinkwater was shaking the hand of the French master who insisted on planting

  a kiss of each of his cheeks.




  As Drinkwater gathered his men and gear together on the quayside, he was aware that a crowd was assembling at the foot of Church Street.




  “Looks like trouble, Mr Drinkwater,” Foster said.




  As the Trinity House men approached, the fishermen spread out, barring their exit from the breakwater. Jacob stood truculently at their head and Drinkwater walked straight up to him.




  “Come now, Jacob, stand aside. There has been enough bother.”




  “Why did you help us, Mister?” The question was accompanied by a rumble of agreement. “Aye, why . . . ?” “Why . . . ?” “Tell us!”




  “Why?” Drinkwater set down his bundle and faced Jacob. “Because I must explain the loss of a fine gig, damn you, Jacob. As you and your fine friends hereabouts all know well,

  she was lost as I boarded the brig Rozelle to render assistance.” He turned to the men standing in a semicircle behind him. “Wasn’t she, lads?” he asked them with a

  wink.




  Ross caught on quicker than the others. “Aye, sir, lost she was, rendering assistance to the brig Rozelle.”




  It clearly took a moment longer for Drinkwater’s subterfuge to sink in among the fishermen. The subtlety seemed to occur to someone in the crowd after a moment, and the word was whispered

  to Jacob who, his eyes fixed on Drinkwater, remained suspicious.




  “And what of the brig Rozelle, Mister?”




  “I shall report her arrival here when I reach the Custom House at Falmouth, Jacob.”




  Jacob squinted at the young officer, convinced he was being outwitted. “That’ll be tomorrow then?” a man next to Jacob asked, his intelligent eyes picking up Drinkwater’s

  intention.




  “Perhaps the day after if we can find decent lodgings in Porthcarrow,” Drinkwater responded quickly. “We have been up all night,” he added, gesturing at the men about

  him, “and I’m deuced tired.”
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