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Author’s Note



Detractors of Napoleon have insinuated that his Indian project was a fantasy of St Helena. There is evidence, however, to suggest there was a possibility that he contemplated such an expedition in 1798 or 1799. Certainly Nelson regarded it seriously enough to send Lieutenant Duval overland to Bombay after his victory at the Nile, and as late as November 1798 the dissembling Talleyrand suggested it.


The British attack on Kosseir is rather obscure. Even that most partial of historians, William James, admits that Daedalus and Fox shot off three quarters of their ammunition to little effect. He finds it less easy to explain how about a hundred diseased French soldiers, the remnants of two companies of the 21st Demi-brigade under Donzelot, could drive off a British squadron of overwhelming power. Perhaps this is why he makes no mention of Hellebore’s presence, since Captain Ball did not do so in his report, thus saving a little credit for the British.


The senior officers who appear in these pages actually existed. Rear Admiral Blankett commanded the Red Sea squadron at this time, though his character is my own invention. So too is Mr Wrinch, though a British ‘agent’ appears to have resided at Mocha at about this period.


The part played by Edouard Santhonax is not verified by history, but the consequences of his daring are the only testimony we have to Nathaniel Drinkwater’s part in this small campaign. Napoleon later complained that the British had a ship wherever there was water to float one. The brig Hellebore was one such ship.


As to sources of other parts of the story, the mutiny on the Mistress Shore is based on the near contemporary uprising on the transport Lady Shore, while the presence of women on British men-of-war was not unknown.


For proof of drunkenness and homosexuality in the navy of this time I refer the curious to the contemporary evidence of Hall, Gardner and Beaufort amongst others. Much may also be inferred from other diarists.




‘I shall believe that they are going on with their scheme of possessing Alexandria, and getting troops into India – a plan concerted with Tipoo Sahib, by no means so difficult as might at first be imagined.


NELSON, 1798
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February 1798



Paris


Rain beat upon the rattling window and beyond the courtyard the naval captain watched the tricolour stiff with wind, bright against the grey scud sweeping over Paris. In his mind’s eye he conjured the effect of the gale upon the green waters of the Channel and the dismal, rain-sodden shore of the English coast beyond.


Behind him the two secretaries bent over their desks. The rustle of papers was reverently hushed. An air of expectancy filled the room, emphasised by the open door. Presently rapid footsteps sounded in the corridor and the secretaries bent with more diligence over their work. The naval officer half turned from the window, then resumed his survey of the sky.


The footsteps sounded louder and into the room swept a short, thin, pale young man whose long hair fell over the high collar of his over-large general’s coat. He was accompanied by an hussar, whose elaborate pelisse dangled negligently from his left shoulder.


‘Ah, Bourienne!’ said the general abruptly in a voice that reflected the same energy as the restless pacing he had fallen into. ‘Have you the dispatches for Generals Dommartin and Cafarelli, eh? Good, good.’ He took the papers and glanced at them, nodding with satisfaction. ‘You see Androche,’ he remarked to the hussar, ‘it goes well, very well and the project of England is dead.’ He turned towards the window. ‘Whom have we here, Bourienne?’


‘This is Capitaine de Fregate Santhonax, General Bonaparte.’


‘Ah!’


Hearing his name the naval officer turned from the window. He was much taller than the general, his handsome features severely disfigured by a recent scar that ran upwards from the corner of his mouth into his left cheek. He made a slight bow and met General Bonaparte’s appraising grey eyes.


‘So, Captain, you contrived to escape from the English, eh?’


‘Yes Citizen General, I arrived in Paris three weeks ago.’


‘And have already married, eh?’ Santhonax nodded, aware that the Corsican knew all about him. The general resumed his pacing, head sunk in thought. ‘I have just come from an inspection of the Channel Ports and the arrangements in hand for an invasion of England …’ he stopped abruptly in front of Santhonax. ‘What are your views of the practicality of such an enterprise?’


‘Impossible without complete command of the Channel: any attempt without local superiority would be doomed, Citizen General. Conditions in the Channel can change rapidly, we should have to hold it for a week at least. The British fleet, if it cannot be overwhelmed, must be dissipated by ruse and threat …’


‘Exactly! That is what I have informed the Directory … but do we have the capability to achieve such a local superiority?’


‘No, Citizen General.’ Santhonax lowered his eyes before the penetrating stare of Bonaparte. While this young man had been trouncing the Austrians out of Italy he had been working to achieve such a combination by bringing the Dutch fleet to Brest. The attempt had been shattered by the British at Camperdown four months earlier.


‘Huh!’ exclaimed Bonaparte, ‘then we agree at all points, Captain. That is excellent, excellent. The Army of England is to have employment in a different quarter, eh Androche?’ He turned to the hussar, ‘This is Androche Junot, Captain, an old friend of the Bonapartes.’ The two men bowed. ‘But the Army of England will lay the axe to the root of England’s wealth. What is your opinion of the English, Captain?’


Santhonax sighed. ‘They are the implacable enemies of the Revolution, General Bonaparte, and of France. They possess qualities of great doggedness and should not be underestimated.’


Bonaparte sniffed in disagreement. ‘Yet you escaped from them, no? How did you accomplish that, eh?’


‘Following my capture I was taken to Maidstone Gaol. After a few weeks I was transferred to the hulks at Portsmouth. However my uniform was so damaged in the action off Camperdown that I managed to secure a civilian coat from my gaolers. When the equipage in which I was travelling changed horses at a place called Guildford, I made my escape.’


‘And?’


Santhonax shrugged. ‘I turned into an adjacent alleyway and then the first tavern where I took a corner seat. I speak English without an accent, Citizen General.’


‘And this?’ Bonaparte pointed to his own cheek.


‘The escort were looking for a man with a bandage. I removed it and occupied an obscure corner. I was not discovered.’ He paused, then added, ‘I am used to subterfuge.’


‘Yes, yes, Captain, I know of your services to the Republic, you have a reputation for intrepidity and audacity. Admiral Bruix speaks highly of you and as you are not at present quite persona grata with the Directory,’ Bonaparte paused while Santhonax flushed at the illusion to his failure, ‘he recommends you to this especial command.’ The general stopped again in front of Santhonax and looked directly up at him. ‘You are appointed to a frigate I understand, Captain?’


‘The Antigone, Citizen General, now preparing for a distant cruise at Rochefort. I am also to have the corvettes La Torride and Annette with me. I am directed to take command as commodore on receipt of your final orders.’


‘Good, very good.’ Bonaparte held out his hand to Bourienne and the secretary handed him a sealed packet. ‘The British have a small squadron in the Red Sea. They should cause you no fear. As you have been told, the Army under my command is bound for Egypt. When my veterans reach the shores of the Red Sea I anticipate you will have secured a sufficiency of transport, local craft of course, and a port of embarkation for a division. You will convey it to India, Captain Santhonax. You are familiar with those waters?’


‘I served under Suffren, Citizen General. So we are to harrass the British in India.’ Santhonax’s eyes glowed with a new enthusiasm.


‘You will carry but the advance guard. Paris burns the soles of my feet, Captain. In India may be found the empire left by Alexander. There greatness awaits us.’ It was not the speech of a fanatic, Santhonax had heard enough of them during the Revolution. But Bonaparte’s enthusiasm was infectious. After the defeat of Camperdown and his capture, Santhonax’s ambition had seemed exhausted. But now, in a few words, this dynamic little Corsican had swept the past aside, like the Revolution itself. New visions of glory were opened to the imagination by a man to whom all things seemed possible.


Abruptly Bonaparte held out the sealed packet to Santhonax. Junot bent forward to whisper in his ear. ‘Ah! Yes, Androche reminds me that your wife is a celebrated beauty. Good, good. Marriage is what binds a man to his country and beauty is the inspiration of ambition, eh? You shall bring Madame Santhonax to the Rue Victoire this evening, Captain, my wife is holding a soirée. You may proceed to Rochefort tomorrow. That is all Captain.’


As Santhonax left the room General Bonaparte was already dictating to his secretaries.












	Chapter One

	February–June 1798







The Convoy Escort


A low mist hung in the valley of the Meon where the pale winter sunshine had yet to reach. Beneath the dripping branches of the apple trees Lieutenant Nathaniel Drinkwater paced slowly up and down, shivering slightly in the frosty air. He had not slept well, waking from a dream that had been full of fitful images of faces he had done with now that he had come home. The nocturnal silence of the cottage was still disturbingly unfamiliar even after two months leave of absence from the creaking hull of the cutter Kestrel. It compelled him to rise early lest his restlessness woke his wife beside him. Now, pacing the path of the tiny garden, the chill made the wound in his right arm ache, bringing his mind full circle to where the dream had dislodged it from repose.


It had been Edouard Santhonax who had inflicted the wound and of whom he had dreamed. But as he came to his senses he recollected that Santhonax was now safely mewed up, a prisoner. As for his paramour, the bewitching Hortense Montholon, she was in France begging for her bread, devil take her! He felt the sun penetrate the mist, warm upon his back, finally dispelling the fears of the night. The recent gales had gone, giving way to sharp frosty mornings of bright sunshine. The click of a door latch reminded him he was in happier circumstances.


The dark hair fell about Elizabeth’s face and her brown eyes were full of concern. ‘Are you not well, my dear?’ she asked gently, putting a hand on his arm. ‘Did you not hear the knock at the street door?’


‘I am quite well, Bess. Who was at the door?’


‘Mr Jackson at the Post Office sent young Will up from Petersfield with letters for you. They are on the table.’


‘I am indebted to Mr Jackson’s kindness.’ He moved to pass inside the cottage but she stopped him. ‘Nathaniel, what troubles you?’ Then, in a lower voice, ‘You have not been disappointed in me?’


He caught her up and kissed her, then they went in to read the letters. He broke the one with the Admiralty seal first: Sir, you are required and directed that upon receipt of these instructions you proceed … He was appointed first lieutenant of the brig-sloop Hellebore under Commander Griffiths. In silence he handed the letter to Elizabeth who caught her lower lip in her teeth as she read. Drinkwater picked up the second letter, recognising the shaky but still bravely flowing script.


My Dear Nathaniel,


You will doubtless be in receipt of their L’dships’ Instructions to join the Brig under my Command. She is a new Vessel and lying at Deptford. Do not hasten. I am already on board and doing duty for you, the end of the month will suffice. Our Complement is almost augmented as I was able to draft the Kestrels entire. We sail upon Convoy duty. Convey my felicitations to your wife,


I remain, etc


Madoc Griffiths


P.S. I received News but yesterday that M. Santhonax Escaped Custody and has been at Liberty for a month now.


Drinkwater stood stunned, the oppression of the night returned to him. Elizabeth was watching, her eyes large with tears. ‘So soon, my darling …’


He smiled ruefully at her. ‘Madoc has extended my leave a little.’ He passed the second letter over. ‘Dear Madoc,’ she said, brushing her eyes.


‘Aye, he does duty for me now. He has nowhere else to go.’ He slipped his arm around her waist and they kissed again.


‘Come we have time to complete the purchase of the house at Petersfield and your cook should arrive by the end of the week. You will be quite the grande dame.’


‘Will you take Tregembo with you?’


He laughed. ‘I doubt that I have the power to stop him.’


They fell silent, Elizabeth thinking of the coming months of loneliness, Drinkwater disloyally of the new brig. ‘Hellebore,’ he said aloud, ‘ain’t that a flower or something? Elizabeth? What the devil are you laughing at?’


Lieutenant Richard White had the morning watch aboard Victory. Flying the flag of Earl St Vincent the great three decker stood north west under easy sail, the rest of the blockading squadron in line ahead and astern of her. To the east the mole and lighthouse of Cadiz were pale in the sunshine but White’s glass was trained ahead to where a cutter was flying the signal for sails in sight to the north.


A small midshipman ran up to him. ‘Looks like the convoy, sir.’


‘Thank you, Mr Lee. Have the kindness to inform His Lordship and the Captain.’ Mr Lee was ten years old and had endeared himself to Lieutenant White by being the only officer aboard Victory shorter than himself. Instinctively White looked round the deck, checking that every rope was in its place, every man at his station and every sail drawing to perfection before St Vincent’s eagle eye drew his attention to it.


‘Good morning, my lord,’ said White, vacating the windward side of the deck and doffing his hat as the admiral ascended to the poop for a better view of the newcomers. ‘Good morning sir,’ responded the admiral with the unfailing courtesy that made his blasts of admonition the more terrible.


Captain Grey and Sir Robert Calder, Captain of the Fleet also came on deck, followed by Victory’s first lieutenant and several other officers, for any arrival from England brought news; letters and gossip to break the tedium of blockade.


They could see the convoy now, six storeships under the escort of a brig from whose masthead a string of bunting broke out. In White’s ear Mr Lee squeaked the numerals followed by a pause while he hunted in the lists. ‘Brig-sloop Hellebore, sir, but newly commissioned under Commander Griffiths.’


‘Thank you, Mr Lee. Brig Hellebore, Captain Griffiths, my lord, with convoy.’


‘Thank you, Mr White, have the goodness to desire him to send a boat with an officer.’


‘Aye, aye, my lord.’ He turned to Lee who was already chalking the signal on his slate and calling the flag numbers to his yeoman.


White, who had given the commander his courtesy title when addressing the punctilious St Vincent, was wondering where he had heard the name before. It was not long before he had his answer.


When the brig’s boat hooked on to Victory’s chains he recognised the figure who came in at the entry.


‘Nathaniel! My dear fellow, so you’re still with Griffiths, eh? How capital to see you! And you’ve been made.’ White indicated the gilt-buttoned lieutenant’s cuff that he was vigorously pumping up and down in welcome. ‘Damn me but I’m delighted, delighted, but come, St Vincent will not tolerate our gossiping.’


Drinkwater followed his old friend apprehensively. It was many years since he had ‘trod such a flagship’s deck and the ordered precision of Victory combined with her size to show Admiral Duncan’s smaller, weathered and worn-out Venerable in a poor light. Drinkwater uncovered and made a small and, he hoped, elegant bow as White introduced him to the earl. He felt himself under the keenest scrutiny by a pair of shrewd old eyes that shone from a face that any moment might slip from approbation to castigation. Lord St Vincent studied the man before him. Drinkwater’s intelligent gaze met that of the admiral. He was thirty-four, lean and of middle height. His face was weathered and creased about the grey eyes and mouth, with the thin line of an old scar puckering down the left cheek. There were some small blue powder burns about the eyes, like random inkspots. Drinkwater’s hair, uncovered by the doffed hat, was still a rich brown, clubbed in a long queue behind the head. Not, the admiral concluded, a flagship officer, but well enough, judging by the firm, full mouth and steady eyes. The mouth was not unlike Nelson’s, St Vincent thought with wry affection, and Nelson had been a damned pain until he had hoisted his own flag.


‘Are you married sir?’ St Vincent asked sharply.


‘Er, yes, my lord,’ replied Drinkwater, taken aback.


‘A pity, sir, a pity. A married officer is frequently lost to the service. Come let us descend to my cabin and arrange for the disposition of your convoy. Sir Robert, a moment of your time …’


When the business of the fleet had been attended to Drinkwater had a few minutes for an exchange of news with White while Victory backed her maintopsail and summoned Hellebore’s boat.


‘How is Elizabeth, my dear fellow?’


‘She goes along famously, Richard, and would have asked to be remembered to you had she known we might meet.’


‘When were you gazetted, Nat?’


‘After Camperdown.’


‘Ah, so you were there. Damn! That still gives you the advantage of one fleet action to boast of ahead of me,’ he grinned. ‘D’you have many other old Kestrels besides Griffiths on your brig?’


‘Aye, Tregembo you remember, and old Appleby …’


‘What? That old windbag Harry Appleby? Well I’m damned. She looks a long-legged little ship, Nat,’ he nodded at the brig.


‘She’s well enough, but you still have the important advantages,’ replied Drinkwater, a sweep of his hand including Victory, the puissant personages upon her deck and alluding to White’s rapid rise by comparison with his own. ‘Convoy work ain’t quite the way to be made post.’


‘No, Nat, but my bet is you’re ordered up the Mediterranean, eh?’ Drinkwater nodded and White went on, ‘that’s where Nelson is, before Toulon, Nat, and wherever Nelson is there’s action and glory.’ White’s eyes gleamed. ‘D’you know St Vincent sent him back into the Med after we evacuated it last year and a month ago he reinforced Nelson with Troubridge’s inshore squadron. Sent the whole lot of ’em off from the harbour mouth before Curtis’s reinforcements had come up with the fleet. And the blasted Dons didn’t even know the inshore squadron had been changed! What d’you think of that, eh? No,’ he patted Drinkwater’s arm condescendingly, ‘the Med’s the place, Nat there’s bound to be action with Nelson.’


‘I’m only escorting a convoy in a brig, Richard,’ said Drinkwater deprecatingly.


White laughed again and held out his hand. ‘Good fortune then Nat, for we’re all hostage to it, d’you know.’


They shook hands and Drinkwater descended to the boat where Mr Quilhampton, two years older than Mr Lee, but with a fraction of the latter’s experience, overawed by the mass of Victory lumbering alongside his cockleshell cutter, made a hash of getting off the battleship’s side


‘Steady now, Mr Q. Bear off forward, put the helm over and then lower your oars. ’Tis the only way, d’you see,’ Drinkwater said patiently, looking back at Victory. Already her main topsail was filled and White’s grin was clearly visible. Drinkwater looked ahead towards the tiny, fragile Hellebore. The cutter rose over the long, low Atlantic swells, the sea danced blue and gold in the sunshine where the light westerly wind rippled its surface. He felt the warmth in the muscles of his right arm.


‘Hecuba and Molly to accompany us into the Med, sir, to Nelson, off Toulon. We’re to proceed as soon as possible.’ Drinkwater looked at Griffiths who lent heavily against the rail, gazing at the stately line of the British fleet to the eastward. ‘Prydferth, bach, beautiful,’ he muttered. Drinkwater stared astern at the convoy, their topsails aback in an untidy gaggle as they waited to hear their fate. Boats were bobbing towards the brig. ‘I’ve sent for their masters,’ Griffiths explained.


‘How’s the leg today, sir?’ Drinkwater asked while they waited for the boats to arrive. The old, white-haired Welshman looked with disgust at the twisted and puffy limb stretched stiffly out on the gun carriage before him.


‘Ah, devil take it, it’s a damned nuisance. And now Appleby tells me it’s gouty. And before you raise the matter of my bottle,’ he hurried on with mock severity, ‘I’ll have you know that without it I’d be intolerable, see.’ They grinned at each other, their relationship a stark contrast with the formality of Victory’s quarterdeck. They had sailed together for six years, first in the twelve-gun cutter Kestrel, and their intimacy was established upon a mutually understood basis of friendship and professional distance. For Griffiths was an infirm man, subject to recurring malarial fevers, whose command had been bestowed for services rendered to British intelligence. Without Hellebore Griffiths would have rotted ashore, a lonely and embittered bachelor in anonymous lodgings. He had requested Drinkwater as his first lieutenant partly out of gratitude, partly out of friendship. And if Griffiths sought to protect his own career by delegating with perfect confidence to Drinkwater, he could console himself with the thought that he did the younger man a service.


‘You forget, Mr Drinkwater, that if I had not broke my leg last year you’d not have been in command of Kestrel at Camperdown.’


Drinkwater agreed, but any further rejoinder was cut short by the arrival of the storeship commanders.


To starboard the dun-coloured foothills of the Atlas Mountains shone rose-red in the sunset. To larboard the hills of southern Spain fell to the low promontory of Tarifa. Far ahead of her elongated shadow the Mediterranean opened before the bowsprit of the brig. From her deck the horizontal light threw into sharp relief every detail of her fabric: the taut lines of her rigging, the beads of her blocks, her reddened canvas and an unnatural brilliance in her paintwork. Astern on either quarter, in dark silhouette, Hecuba and Molly followed them. Drinkwater ceased pacing as the skinny midshipman barred his way.


‘Yes, Mr Q?’ The gunroom officers of H.M. Brig Hellebore had long since ceased to wrap their tongues round Quilhampton. It was far too grand a name for an animal as insignificant as a volunteer. Once again Drinkwater experienced that curious reminder of Elizabeth that the boy engendered, for Drinkwater had obtained a place for him on the supplication of his wife. Mrs Quilhampton was a pretty widow who occasionally assisted Elizabeth with her school, and Drinkwater had been both flattered and amused that anyone should consider him a person of sufficient influence from whom to solicit ‘interest’. And there was sufficient resemblance to his own introduction to naval life to arouse his natural sympathy. He had acquiesced with only a show of misgivings and been rewarded by a quite shameless embrace from the boy’s mother. Now the son’s eager-to-please expression irritated him with its power to awaken memories.


‘Well,’ he snapped, ‘come, come, what the devil d’you want?’


‘Begging your pardon, sir, but Mr Appleby’s compliments and where are we bound, sir?’


‘Don’t you know, Mr Q?’ said Drinkwater mellowing.


‘N … no, sir.’


‘Come now, what d’you see to starboard?’


‘To starboard, sir? Why that’s land, sir.’


‘And to larboard?’


‘That’s land too, sir.’


‘Aye, Mr Q. To starboard is Africa, to larboard is Europe. Now what d’you suppose lies between eh? What did Mrs Drinkwater instruct you in the matter, eh?’


‘Be it the M … Mediterranean, sir?’


‘It be indeed, Mr Q,’ replied Drinkwater with a smile, ‘and d’you know who commands in the Mediterranean?’


‘Why sir, I know that. Sir Horatio Nelson, K.B., sir,’ said the boy eagerly.


‘Very well, Mr Q. Now do you repair directly to the surgeon and acquaint him with those facts and tell him that we are directed by Earl St Vincent to deliver the contents of those two hoys astern to Rear Admiral Nelson off Toulon.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


‘And Mr Q …’


‘Sir?’


‘Do you also direct Mr Appleby to have a tankard of blackstrap ready for me when I come below at eight bells.’


Drinkwater watched the excited Quilhampton race below. Like the midshipman he was curious about Nelson, a man whose name was known to every schoolboy in England since his daring manoeuvre at the battle of Cape St Vincent. Not that his conduct had been put at risk by the enemy so much as by those in high places at the Admiralty. Drinkwater knew there were those who considered he would be shot for disobedience before long, just as there were those who complained he was no seaman. Certainly he did not possess the abilities of a Pellew or a Keats, and although he enjoyed the confidence of St Vincent he had been involved in the fiasco at Santa Cruz. Perhaps, thought Drinkwater, he was a man like the restless Smith, with whom he had served briefly in the Channel, a man of dynamic force whose deficiencies could be forgiven in a kind of emulative love. But, he concluded, pacing the deck in the gathering darkness, whatever White said on the subject, it did not alter the fact that Hellebore was but a brig and fitted for little more than her present duties.












	Chapter Two

	July 1798







Nelson


‘She hasn’t acknowledged, sir. Shall I fire a gun to loo’ard?’


Griffiths stared astern to where Hecuba, her jury rigged foremast a mute testimony to the violence of the weather, was struggling into the bay.


‘No, Mr Drinkwater. Don’t forget she’s a merchantman with a quarter of our complement and right now, bach, every man-jack aboard her will be busy.’


Drinkwater felt irritated by the mild rebuke, but he held his tongue. The week of anxiety must surely soon be over. South of Minorca, beating up for Toulon the northerly mistral had hit the little convoy with unusual violence. Hecuba’s foremast had gone by the board and they had been obliged to run off to the eastward and the shelter of Corsica. Drinkwater stared ahead at the looming coastline of the island, the sharp peaked mountains reaching up dark against the glow of dawn. To larboard Cape Morsetta slowly extended its shelter as they limped eastward into Crovani Bay.


‘Deck there! Sail dead ahead, sir!’


The cry from the masthead brought the glasses of the two men up simultaneously. In the shadows of the shoreline lay a three-masted vessel, her spars bare of canvas as she lay wind-rode at anchor.


‘A polaccra,’ muttered Griffiths. ‘We’ll investigate her when we’ve brought this lame duck to her anchor,’ he jerked his head over his shoulder.


The convoy stood on into the bay. Soon they were able to discern the individual pine trees that grew straight and tall enough to furnish fine masts.


‘Bring the ship to the wind Mr Lestock,’ Griffiths addressed the master, a small, fussy little man with a permanent air of being put upon. ‘You may fire your gun when we let the bower go, Mr Drinkwater.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Lestock was shouting through the speaking trumpet as men ran to the braces, thankful to be in the lee of land where Hellebore’s deck approximated the horizontal. The main topsail slapped back against the mast and redistributed its thrust through the standing rigging to the hull below. Hellebore lost forward motion and began to gather sternway.


‘Let go!’


The carpenter’s topmaul swung once, then the brig’s bow kicked slightly as the bower anchor’s weight was released. The splash was lost in the bark of the six pounder. While Lestock and his mates had the canvas taken off the ship, Drinkwater swung his glass round the bay. Molly was making sternway and he saw the splash under her bluff, north-country bow where her anchor was let go. But Hecuba still stood inshore while her hands struggled to clew up her forecourse. Unable to manoeuvre under her topsails due to her damaged foremast, her master had been obliged to hold on to the big sail until the last moment, now something had fouled.


‘Why don’t he back the damned thing,’ Drinkwater muttered to himself while beside him Lestock roared ‘Aloft and stow!’ through the speaking trumpet. The Hellebores eagerly leapt into the rigging to pummel the brig’s topsails into the gaskets, anxious to get secured, the galley stove relit and some steaming skillygolee and molasses into their empty, contracted bellies.


Then he saw Hecuba begin her turn into the wind, saw the big course gather itself into folds like a washerwoman tucking up her skirts, the main topsail flatten itself against the top and the splash from her bow where the anchor was let go.


‘Convoy’s anchored, sir,’ he reported to Griffiths.


The commander nodded. ‘Looks like your gun had another effect.’ Griffiths pointed his glass at the polaccra anchored inshore of them. Drinkwater studied the unfamiliar colours that had been hoisted to her masthead.


‘Ragusan ensign, Mr Drinkwater, and I’ll warrant you didn’t know ’em from the Grand Turk’s.’


Drinkwater felt the tension ebbing from him. ‘You’d be right, sir.’


Lestock touched his hat to Griffiths. ‘She’s brought up, sir, and secured.’


‘Very well, Mr Lestock, pipe the hands to breakfast after which I want a working party under Mr Rogers ready to assist the re-rigging of Hecuba. Send both your mates over. Oh, and Mr Dalziell can go too, I’d very much like to know if that young man is to be of any service to us.’


‘Aye, aye, sir. What about Mr Quilhampton, sir? He is also inexperienced.’


Griffiths eyed Lestock with something approaching distaste.


‘Mr Quilhampton can take a working party ashore with the carpenter. I think a couple of those pines would come in useful, eh? What d’you think Mr Drinkwater?’


‘A good idea, sir. And the Ragusan?’


‘Mr Q’s first task will be to desire her master to wait upon me. Now, Mr Drinkwater, you have been up all night, will you take breakfast with me before you turn in?’


Half an hour later, his belly full, Drinkwater stretched luxuriously, too comfortable to make his way to his cabin. Griffiths dabbed his mouth with a stained napkin.


‘I think Rogers can take care of that business aboard Hecuba.’


‘I hope so sir,’ yawned Drinkwater, ‘he’s not backward in forwarding opinions as to his own merit.’


‘Or of criticising others, Nathaniel,’ said Griffiths solemnly. Drinkwater nodded. The second lieutenant was a trifle overconfident and it was impossible to pull the wool over the eyes of an officer as experienced and shrewd as Griffiths. ‘That’s no bad thing,’ continued the commander in his deep, mellifluous Welsh voice, ‘if there’s substance beneath the façade.’ Drinkwater agreed sleepily, his lids closing of their own accord.


‘But I’m less happy about Mr Dalziell.’


Drinkwater forced himself awake. ‘No sir, it’s nothing one can lay one’s finger upon but …’ he trailed off, his brain refusing to work any further.


‘Pass word for my servant,’ Griffiths called, and Merrick came into the tiny cubby hole that served the brig’s officers for a common mess. ‘Assist Mr Drinkwater to his cot, Merrick.’


‘I’m all right, sir.’ Drinkwater rose slowly to his feet and made for the door of his own cabin, cannoning into the portly figure of the surgeon.


Griffiths smiled to himself as he watched the two manoeuvre round one another, the one sleepily indignant, the other wakefully apologetic. Appleby seated himself at the table. ‘Morning sir, dreadful night …’ The surgeon fell to a dissertation about the movement of brigs as opposed to ships of the line, to whether or not their respective motions had an adverse effect on the human frame, and to what degree in each case. Griffiths had long since learned to disregard the surgeon’s ramblings which increased with age. Griffiths remembered the mutual animosity that had characterised their early relationship. But that had all changed. After Griffiths had been left ashore at Great Yarmouth in the autumn of the previous year it had been Appleby who had come in search of him when the Kestrel decommissioned. It had been Appleby too who had not merely sworn at the incompetence of the physicians there, but who had nearly fought a duel with a certain Dr Spriggs over the manner in which the latter had set Griffiths’s femur. Appleby had wished to break and reset it, but was prevailed upon to desist by Griffiths himself, who had felt that matters were passing a little out of his own control.


Still raging inwardly Appleby had written off to Lord Dungarth to remind the earl of the invaluable services performed by Griffiths during his tenure of command of the cutter Kestrel. Thus the half-pay commander with the game leg had found himself commissioning the new brig-sloop Hellebore. Appleby’s appointment to surgeon of the ship was the least Griffiths could do in return and they had become close in the succeeding weeks.


Lord Dungarth had pleaded his own cause and requested that a Mr Dalziell be found a place as midshipman. It was soon apparent why the earl had not sent the youth to a crack frigate, whatever the obligation he owed the Dalziell family. Griffiths sighed; Mr Dalziell was fortunately small beer and unlikely to cause him great loss of sleep, but he could not escape a sense of exasperation at having been saddled with such a make-weight. He poured more coffee as Appleby drew to his conclusion.


‘And so you see, sir, I am persuaded that the lively motion of such a vessel as this, though the buffetting one receives below decks is apt to give one a greater number of minor contusions than enough, is, however, likely to exercise more muscles in the body and invigorate the humours more than the leisurely motion of, say, a first rate. In the latter case the somnolent rhythms may induce a langour, and when coupled to the likelihood of the vessel being employed on blockade, hove to and so forth, actually contribute to that malaise and boredom that are the inevitable concomitants of that unenviable employment. Do you not agree sir?’


‘Eh? Oh, undoubtedly you are right, Mr Appleby. But frankly I am driven to wonder to what purpose you men of science address your speculations.’


Appleby expelled his breath in an eloquent sigh. ‘Ah well, sir, ’tis no great matter … how long d’you intend to stay here?’


‘Just as long as it takes Mr Rogers to assist the people of Hecuba to get up a new foremast. Under the circumstances they did a wonderful job themselves, for in that sea there was no question of them securing a tow.’


‘Ah! I was thinking about that, sir. Nathaniel was talking about using a rocket to convey a line. Now, if we could but …’ Appleby broke off as Mr Q popped his head round the door.


‘Beg pardon sir, but the captain of the Ra … Rag …’


‘Ragusan,’ prompted Griffiths.


‘Yes, sir … well he’s here sir.’


‘Then show him in, boy, show him in.’


Griffiths summoned Drinkwater from sleep at noon. The tiny cabin that accommodated the brig’s commander was strewn with charts and Lestock was in fussy attendance.


‘Ah, Mr Drinkwater, please help yourself to a glass.’ Griffiths indicated the decanter which contained his favourite sercial. As the lieutenant poured, Griffiths outlined the events of the morning.


‘This mistral that prevented our getting up to Toulon has been a blessing in disguise …’ Drinkwater saw Lestock nodding in sage agreement with his captain. ‘The fact that we have had to run for shelter has likely saved us from falling into the hands of the French.’


Still tired, Drinkwater frowned with incomprehension. Nelson was blockading Toulon; what the devil was Griffiths driving at?


‘The French are out, somewhere it is believed in the eastern Mediterranean. That polaccra spoke with Admiral Nelson off Cape Passaro on June the twenty-second … two weeks ago. He’s bound to Barcelona and was quizzed by the admiral about the whereabouts of the French armada.’


‘Armada, sir? You mean an invasion force?’


Griffiths nodded. ‘I do indeed, bach. Myndiawl, they’ve given Nelson the slip, see.’


‘And did this Ragusan offer Sir Horatio any intelligence?’


‘Indeed he did. The polaccra passed the entire force, heading east …’


‘East? And Nelson’s gone in pursuit?’


‘Yes indeed. And we must follow.’ Drinkwater digested the news, trying to make sense of it. East? All his professional life the Royal Navy had guarded against a combination of naval forces in the Channel. His entire service aboard Kestrel had been devoted to that end. Indeed his motives for entering the service in the first place had had their inspiration in the Franco-Spanish attempt of 1779 which, to the shame of the navy, had so nearly succeeded. East? It did not make sense unless it was an elaborate feint, the French buying time to exercise in the eastern Mediterranean. If that were the case they might draw Nelson after them – such an impetuous officer would not hold back – and then they might turn west, slip through the Straits, clear St Vincent from before Cadiz and join forces with the Spanish fleet.


‘Did our informant say who commanded them, sir?’ he asked.


‘No less a person than Bonaparte,’ said Lestock solemnly.


‘Bonaparte? But we read in the newspapers that Bonaparte commanded the Army of England … I remember Appleby jesting that the English Army had long wanted a general officer of his talent.’


‘Mr Appleby’s joke seems to have curdled, Mr Drinkwater,’ said Lestock without a smile. Drinkwater turned to Griffiths.


‘You say you’ll follow Nelson, sir, to what rendezvous?’


‘What do you suggest, Mr Drinkwater? Mr Lestock?’


Lestock fidgetted. ‘Well, sir, I er, I think that in the absence of a rendezvous with the admiral we ought to proceed to, er …’


‘Malta, sir,’ said Drinkwater abruptly, ‘then if the French double for the Atlantic we might be placed there with advantage, on the other hand there will doubtless be some general orders for us there.’


‘No, Mr Drinkwater. Your reasoning is sound but the Ragusan also told us that Malta had fallen to the French.’ Griffiths put down his glass and bent over the charts, picking up the dividers to point with.


‘We will proceed south and run through the Bonifacio Strait for Naples, there will likely be news there, or here at Messina, or here, at Syracuse.’


There was no news at Naples beyond that of Nelson’s fleet having stopped there on 17th June, intelligence older than that from the polaccra. Griffiths would not anchor and all hands eyed the legendary port wistfully. The ochre colours of its palazzi and its tenements were lent a common and ethereal appeal by distance, and the onshore breeze enhanced a view given a haunting beauty beyond the blue waters of the bay by the backdrop of Vesuvius.


‘God, but I’d dearly love a night of sport there,’ mused Rogers, who had acquitted himself in re-rigging the Hecuba and now seemed of the opinion that he had earned at least one night of debauchery in the Neapolitan stews. Appleby, standing within earshot and aware of the three seamen grinning close by said, ‘Then thank the lord you’ve a sane man to command your instincts, Mr Rogers. The Neapolitan pox is a virulent disease well-known for its intractability.’


Rogers paled at the sally and the three men coiled the falls of the royal halliards with uncommon haste.


Hellebore worked her way slowly south, past the islands of the Tyrrhenian Sea and through the narrow Straits of Messina; but there was no further news of Nelson or the French.


On 16th July the convoy stood into the Bay of Syracuse to wood and water and to find a welcome for British ships. Through the good offices of the British Ambassador to the Court of the Two Sicilies, Sir William Hamilton, facilities were available to expedite the reprovisioning of units of the Royal Navy.


‘It seems,’ Griffiths said to his assembled officers, ‘that Sir Horatio has considered the possibility of using Syracuse as a base. We must simply wait.’


They waited three days. Shortly before noon on the 19th the British fleet was in the offing and with the Leander in the van, came into Syracuse Harbour. By three minutes past three in the afternoon the fourteen ships of the line under the command of Rear Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson had anchored. Within an hour their boats swarmed over the blue waters of the bay, their crews carrying off wood and water, their pursers haggling in the market place for vegetables and beef.


Hellebore’s boat pulled steadily through the throng of craft, augmented by local bumboats which traded hopefully with the fleet. Officers’ servants were buying chickens for their masters’ tables while a surreptitious trade in rot-gut liquor was being conducted through lower deck ports. The apparent confusion and bustle had an air of charged purpose about it and Drinkwater suppressed a feeling of almost childish excitement. Beside him Griffiths wore a stony expression, his leathery old face hanging in sad folds, the wisps of white hair escaping untidily from below the new, glazed cocked hat. Drinkwater felt a wave of sympathy for the old man with his one glittering epaulette. Griffiths had been at sea half a century; he had served in slavers as a mate before being pressed as a naval seaman. He was old enough, experienced enough and able enough to have commanded this entire fleet, reflected Nathaniel, but the man who did so was only a few years older than Drinkwater himself.


‘You had better attend on me,’ Griffiths had said, giving his first lieutenant permission to accompany him aboard Vanguard, ‘seeing that you are so damned eager to clap eyes on this Admiral Nelson.’


Drinkwater looked at Quilhampton who shared his curiosity. Mr Q’s hand rested nervously on the boat’s tiller. The boy was concentrating, not daring to look round at the splendours of British naval might surrounding him. Drinkwater approved of his single-mindedness; Mr Q was developing into an asset.


‘Boat ahoy!’ The hail came from the flagship looming ahead of them, her spars and rigging black against the brilliant sky, the blue rear-admiral’s flag at her mizen masthead. Drinkwater was about to prompt Quilhampton but the boy rose, cleared his throat and in a resonant treble called out ‘Hellebore!’ The indication of his commander’s presence thus conveyed to Vanguard, Quilhampton felt with pleasure the half smile bestowed on him by Mr Drinkwater.


At the entry port four white gloved side-boys and a bosun’s mate greeted Hellebore’s captain and his lieutenant. The officer of the watch left them briefly on the quarterdeck while he reported their arrival to the demi-god who resided beneath the poop. Curiously Drinkwater looked round. Vanguard was smaller than Victory, a mere 74-gun two decker, but there was that same neatness about her, mixed with something else. He sensed it intuitively from the way her people went about their business. From the seamen amidships, rolling empty water casks to the gangway and from a quarter gunner changing the flints in the after carronades emanated a sense of single-minded purpose. He was always to remember this drive that superimposed their efforts as the ‘Nelson touch’, far more than the much publicised manoeuvre at Trafalgar that brought Nelson his apotheosis seven years later.


‘Sir Horatio will see you now sir,’ said the lieutenant re-emerging. Drinkwater followed Griffiths, ignoring the gesture of restraint from the duty officer. They passed under the row of ciphered leather fire-buckets into the shade of the poop, passing the master’s cabin and the rigid marine sentry. Uncovering, Drinkwater followed his commander into the admiral’s cabin.


Sir Horatio Nelson rose from his desk as Griffiths presented Drinkwater and the latter bowed. Nelson’s smallness of stature was at first a disappointment to Nathaniel who expected something altogether different. Disappointing too were the worn uniform coat and the untidy mop of greying hair, but Drinkwater began to lose his sense of anti-climax as the admiral quizzed Griffiths about the stores contained in Hecuba and Molly. There was in his address an absence of formality, an eager confidence which was at once infectious. There was a delicacy about the little man. He looked far older than his thirty-nine years, his skin fine drawn, almost transparent over the bones. His large nose and wide, mobile mouth were at odd variance with his body size. But the one good blue eye was sharply attentive, a window on some inner motivation, and the empty sleeve bore witness to his reckless courage.


‘Do you know the whereabouts of my frigates, Captain?’ he asked Griffiths, ‘I am driven desperate for want of frigates. The French have escaped me, sir, and I have one brig at my disposal to reconnoitre for a fleet.’


Drinkwater sensed the consuming frustration felt by this most diligent of flag officers, sensed his mortification at being deprived of his eyes in the gale that had dismasted Vanguard. Yet Vanguard had been refitted without delay and the battle line was impressive enough to strike terror in the French if only this one-armed dynamo could catch them.


‘There is Hellebore, Sir Horatio,’ volunteered Griffiths.


‘Yes, Captain. Would that the whereabouts of the French squadron was my only consideration. But I know that their fleet, besides sail of the line, frigates, bomb vessels and so forth, also comprises three hundred troop transports; an armada that left Sicily with a fair wind from the west. It is clear their destination is to the eastward. I think their object is to possess themselves of some port in Egypt, to fix themselves at the head of the Red Sea in order to get a formidable army into India, to act in concert with Tipoo Sahib. No, Captain, I may not permit myself the luxury of retaining Hellebore …’ The admiral paused and Drinkwater felt apprehensive. Nelson made up his mind. ‘I must sacrifice perhaps my reputation but that must always subordinate itself to my zeal for the King’s service which demands I acquaint the officer on the station of the danger he may be in. I have already written to Mr Baldwin, our consul at Alexandria, to determine whether the French have any vessels prepared in the Red Sea. As yet I have had no reply. Therefore, my dear Griffiths, I desire that you wood and water without delay and send a boat for your written orders the instant you are ready to proceed to the Red Sea.’


Drinkwater felt his mouth go dry. The Red Sea meant a year’s voyage at the least. And Elizabeth had given him expectation of a child in the summer.












	Chapter Three

	July–August 1798







A Brig of War


Lieutenant Drinkwater stared astern watching the seas run up under the brig’s larboard quarter, lifting her stern and impelling her forward, adding a trifle to her speed until they passed ahead of her and she dragged, slowly, into the succeeding trough.

Hellebore carried sail to her topgallants as she raced south west before the trade wind, the coast of Mauretania twenty-five leagues to the east.


Drinkwater had been watching Mr Quilhampton heave the log and had acknowledged the boy’s report, prompted by the quartermaster, that they were running at seven knots. Something would not let him turn forward again but kept him watching the wake as it bubbled green-white under the stern and trailed away behind them in an irregular ribbon, twisted by the yaw of the ship and the oncoming waves. Here and there a following seabird dipped into its disturbance.


He had felt wretched as they passed the Straits of Gibraltar and took their departure from Cape Espartel, for he had been unable to send letters back to Elizabeth, so swift had been Hellebore’s passage from Syracuse, so explicit the admiral’s orders. Now it was certain he would be separated from her until after the birth of their child, he regretted his inability to soften the blow of his apparent desertion.
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