



[image: Cover Image]





Richard Woodman was born in London in 1944. He became an indentured midshipman in cargo liners at 16 and has sailed in a variety of ships, serving from apprentice to captain. He remains a professional sailor and in 1978 won the Marine Society’s Harmer Award.




The Nathaniel Drinkwater series


Eye of the Fleet


A King’s Cutter


A Brig of War


The Bomb Vessel


The Corvette


1805


Baltic Mission


In Distant Waters


A Private Revenge


Under False Colours


The Flying Squadron


Beneath the Aurora


The Shadow of the Eagle


Ebb Tide


Other Fiction


Wager


Endangered Species


The Darkening Sea


Waterfront


Under Sail


The Guineaman


The Privateersman


The East Indiaman


A Ship for the King


For King or Commonwealth


The King’s Chameleon


Decision at Trafalgar


Voyage East


The Accident


Act of Terror


The Antigone


Captain of the Caryatid


The Cruise of the Commissioner


The Captain and Commissioner


Dead Man Talking


Blue Funnel – Voyage East


The Ice Mask


The Disastrous Voyage of the Santa Margarita




Copyright


First published by John Murray Little, Brown Ltd in 1985


Published by Sphere in 2014


Copyright © Richard Woodman 1985


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


ISBN 978-0-7515-5968-2


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Sphere


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.littlebrown.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




For Liz and Brian Bell




[image: image]




PART ONE


Blockade


‘Let us be master of the Channel for six hours and we are masters of the world.’


NAPOLEON TO ADMIRAL LATOUCHE-TRÉVILLE July 1804


‘I do not say, my Lords, that the French will not come. I only say they will not come by sea.’


EARL ST VINCENT TO THE HOUSE OF LORDS 1804












	
Chapter One


	March 1804







The Club-Haul


‘Sir! Sir!’


Midshipman Frey threw open the door of the captain’s cabin with a precipitate lack of formality. The only reply to his urgent summons from the darkness within was the continuous creaking of the frigate as she laboured in the heavy sea.


‘Sir! For God’s sake wake up, sir!’


The ship staggered as a huge wave broke against her weather bow and sluiced over the rail into her waist. It found its way below by a hundred different routes. Outside the swinging door the marine sentry swore, fighting the impossibility of remaining upright. Frey stumbled against the leg of a chair overset by the violence of the ship’s movement. He found the cabin suddenly illuminated as a surge of white water hissed up under the counter and reflected the pale moonlight through the stern windows. Mullender, the captain’s steward, would catch it for not dropping the sashes if one of the windows was stove in, the boy thought irrelevantly as he shoved the chair aside and groped to starboard where, over the aftermost 18-pounder gun, the captain’s cot swung.


‘Sir! Please wake up!’


Frey hesitated. Pale in the gloom, Captain Nathaniel Drinkwater’s legs stuck incongruously out of the cot. Still in breeches and stockings they seemed appendages not consonant with the dignity of a post-captain in the Royal Navy. Frey reached out nervously then drew back hurriedly as the legs began to flail of their own accord, responding to the squealing of the pipes at the hatchways and the sudden cry for all hands taken up by the sentries at their unstable posts about the ship.


‘Eh? What the devil is it? Is that you, Mr Frey?’


The cot ceased its jumping and Captain Drinkwater’s face, haggard with fatigue, peered at the midshipman. ‘Why was I not called before?’


‘I had been calling you for some time …’


‘What’s amiss?’ The captain’s tone was sharp.


‘Mr Quilhampton’s respects …’


‘What is it?’


‘We’ve to tack, sir. Immediately, sir. Mr Quilhampton apprehends we are embayed!’


‘God’s bones!’ The sleep drained from Drinkwater’s face with the dawning of comprehension. Beyond the bulkhead the ship had come to urgent life with the dull thunder of a hundred pairs of feet being driven on deck by the bosun’s mates.


‘My hat and cloak, Mr Frey. On deck at once, d’you hear me!’ Drinkwater forced his feet into his buckled shoes and tugged on his coat, stumbling to leeward as the frigate lurched again. He shoved past the midshipman and swore as his shin connected with the overset chair-leg. He swore a second time as he bumped into the marine sentry sliding across the deck in an attempt to avoid part of the larboard watch tumbling up from the berth-deck below via the after-ladder.


By the time Frey had collected the captain’s hat and cloak he emerged onto an almost deserted gun-deck. The purser’s dips glimmered, casting dull gleams on the fat, black breeches of the double-lashed 18-pounder cannon and the bright-work on the stanchions. A few round shot remained in the garlands, but most had been dislodged and rolled down to leeward where they rumbled up and down amid a dark swirl of water. Mr Frey paused in the creaking emptiness of the berth-deck.


‘All hands means you too, younker. Get your arse on deck instanter, God damn you!’


Frey doubled up the ladder with a blaspheming Lieutenant Rogers at his heels. The first lieutenant had only roused himself from a drunken slumber with the greatest difficulty. He did not like being shown up in front of the whole ship’s company and Frey’s belated appearance served to cover his tardiness.


The first thing Drinkwater noticed when he reached the upper deck was the strength of the wind. He had gone below less than two hours earlier with the ship riding out a south-westerly gale under easy sail on the larboard tack. Hill, the sailing master, had observed their latitude earlier as being ten leagues south of the Lizard and the ship was holding a course of west-north-west. Even allowing for considerable leeway Drinkwater could not see that Mr Quilhampton’s fears were justified. He had left orders to be called at eight bells when, with both watches, they could tack to the southward and hope to come up with the main body of the Channel Fleet under Admiral Cornwallis somewhere west of Ushant.


Quilhampton’s face was suddenly in front of him. The strain of anxiety was plain even in the moonlight; clear too was the relief at Drinkwater’s appearance.


‘Well, Mr Q?’ Drinkwater shouted at the dripping figure.


‘Sir, a few minutes ago the scud cleared completely. I’m damned certain I saw land to leeward… or something confounded like it.’


‘Have you seen the twin lights of the Lizard?’ Drinkwater shouted, a worm of uncertainty uncoiling itself in his belly.


‘Half an hour ago we couldn’t see much, sir. Heavy, driving rain…’


Then it cleared like this?’


‘Aye, sir, and the wind veered a point or two …’


It was on Drinkwater’s tongue to ask why Quilhampton had not called him, but it was not the moment to remonstrate. He crossed quickly to the binnacle, aware by the grunts of the helmsmen that they were having the devil of a time holding the frigate on course. A glance confirmed his fears. The veering wind had cast the ship’s head to the north-west and if that latitude was in error he did not dare contemplate further.


‘Thank you, Mr Frey.’ He flung the boat-cloak over his shoulder and very nearly lost it in the violence of the wind. The scream of air rushing through the rigging had a diabolical quality that Drinkwater did not ever remember hearing before in a quarter-century of sea-service. He looked aloft. Both the fore and main topsails were hard-reefed and a small triangle of a spitfire staysail strained above the fo’c’s’le. Even so the ship was over-canvased, almost on her beam ends as spume tore over her deck stinging the eyes and causing the cheeks to ache painfully.


‘Look, sir! Look!’


Quilhampton’s arm pointed urgently as he fought to retain his footing on the canting deck. Drinkwater slithered to the lee rail as the look-out took up the cry.


‘Land! Land! Land on the lee bow!’


Rogers cannoned into him. ‘She’ll never stay in this sea, sir!’


Drinkwater smelt the rum on his stale breath, but agreed with him. ‘Aye, Sam, and there’s no room to wear.’ He paused, gathered his breath and shouted his next order so there could be no mistake. ‘We must club-haul!’


‘Club-haul? Jesus!’


‘Amen to that, Mr Rogers,’ Drinkwater said sarcastically. ‘Now, Mr Q. D’you get the mizen topmen and the gunners below to rouse out the top cable in the starboard tier. Open the port by number nine gun and haul it forward outside all. Clap it on the starboard sheet-anchor. Ah, Mr Gorton,’ Drinkwater addressed the second lieutenant who had come up with the master. ‘Mr Gorton, you on the fo’c’s’le with the bosun. Get Q’s cable made fast and the anchor cleared away. I shall rely upon you to let the anchor go when I give the word.’ Gorton turned away with Quilhampton and both officers hurried off.


‘I hope your confidence ain’t misplaced, sir.’ Rogers stared after the figures of the two young men.


‘Both demonstrated their resource in the Greenland Sea, Sam. Besides, I want you amidships to pass my orders in case they ain’t heard.’ Drinkwater refused to be drawn by Roger’s touchiness respecting his two juniors. For all his obvious disabilities Drinkwater had dragged Lieutenant Rogers off the poop of an ancient bomb-vessel and placed him on the quarterdeck of one of the finest frigates in the service, so he had little cause to complain of partiality. ‘See that the men are at their stations and all ropes will run clear.’ That at least was something Rogers would do superbly and with a deal of invective to spur the men’s endeavours.


‘Well, Mr Hill?’


‘I’ve told two of my mates off into the hold to sound the well and Meggs is mustering a party at the pumps. If you open number nine port she’ll be taking water all the while.’


‘That,’ replied Drinkwater shouting, ‘is a risk we’ll have to take.’


There was little either captain or master could do until the preparations were completed. The ship was rushing through the water at a speed that, under other circumstances, they would have been proud of.


‘Is it Mount’s Bay, d’you think?’ Hill’s concern was clear. He, too, was worried about that latitude. ‘We haven’t sighted the Lizard lights, sir.’


‘No.’ Drinkwater hauled himself gingerly into the leeward mizen rigging and felt the wind catch his body as a thing of no substance. He clung on grimly and stared out to starboard. The thin veil of cloud which showed the gibbous moon nearly at the full was sufficient to extend a pale light upon the waves as the wind tore their breaking crests to shreds and sent the spume downwind like buckshot. With the greatest difficulty he made out what might have been the grey line of a cliff out on the starboard beam. He could only estimate its distance with difficulty. Perhaps a mile, perhaps not so much.


Then the moon sailed into a clear patch of sky. It was suddenly very bright and what Drinkwater saw caused his mouth to go dry.


A point or two on their starboard bow, right in their track as they sagged to leeward, rose a huge grey pinnacle of rock. In the moonlight its crags and fissures stood out starkly, and at its feet the breakers pounded white. But in the brief interval in the cloud Drinkwater became aware of something else. Atop the rock, perched upon its highest crag, a buttress and wall reared sheer from the cliff. Immediately he knew their position and that the danger to the ship and her company was increased a hundredfold. For beneath the ancient abbey on St Michael’s Mount, stretching round onto their windward bow, the breakers pounded white upon the Mountamopus shoal.


There are few periods of anxiety greater in their intensity than that of a commander whose ship is running into peril, waiting for his people to complete their preparations. On the one hand experience and judgement caution him not to attempt a manoeuvre until everything is ready; upon the other instinct cries out to be released into immediate action. Yet, as the sweat prickled between his shoulder blades, Drinkwater knew that to act hastily was to court disaster. If the ship failed in stays there would be no second chance. It was useless to speculate upon the erroneous navigation that had brought them to this point, or why Rogers stank of rum, or, indeed, whether the two were connected. All these thoughts briefly crossed his mind in the enforced hiatus that is every captain’s lot once orders have been given.


He looked again at the mount. The moon had disappeared now under a thick mantle of cloud, but they were close enough for its mass to loom over them, an insubstantial-looking lightening of the darkness to leeward, skirted about its base by the breakers that dashed spray half-way up its granite cliffs. This sudden proximity made his heart skip and he looked along the waist where men had been clustered in a dark group, hauling on the messenger that pulled the heavy cable along the ship’s side. He could imagine their efforts being thwarted by the protruberances of the channels, the dead-eyes, the bead-blocks and all the other rigging details that at this precise moment seemed so much infernal nuisance. God, would they never finish?


The wind shrieked mercilessly and the frigate lay over so that he felt a terrible concern for that open gun-port into which, without a shadow of doubt, the sea would be sluicing continuously. He was unable to hear any noise above the storm and hoped that the pumping party were hard at it.


‘Ready, sir!’


After the worry the word came aft and took him by surprise. It was Rogers, his face a pale blur of urgency abruptly illuminated as, again, the cloud was torn aside and the moon shone brightly. The light fell on the frigate, the sea and St Michael’s Mount, sublime in its terrifying majesty.


‘Stations for stays!’ He left Rogers to bawl the order through the speaking trumpet, took Hill by the elbow and forced him across the deck. ‘We’ll take the wheel, Mr Hill. It’ll need the coolest heads tonight.’ He sensed Hill’s bewilderment as to what had gone wrong with the navigation.


Captain and sailing master took over the head-wheel, the displaced quartermasters moving across the deck to assist the gunners to haul the main-yard.


‘Ease down the helm, Mr Hill!’ Drinkwater could feel the vibration of the hull as it rushed through the water, transmitted up from the rudder through the stock and tiller via the tiller ropes which creaked with the strain upon them. The ship lay over as she began to turn into the wind. A sea hit her larboard bow and threw her back a point. Drinkwater watched the angled compass card serenely illuminated by the yellow oil lamp, quietly obeying the timeless laws of natural science amid the elemental turmoil of the wind and sea.


Drinkwater raised his voice: ‘Fo’c’s’le there! Cut free the anchor! Let the cable run!’


Rogers took up the cry, bawling the first part forward and the latter part below to the party at the gun-port and by the cable-compressors.

Drinkwater was dimly aware of a flurry of activity on the fo’c’s’le and the hail that the anchor was gone. Behind him one of the two remaining helmsmen muttered, ‘Shit or bust, mateys!’


‘I hope it holds,’ said Hill.


‘It’ll hold, Mr Hill. ’Tis sand and rock. The rock may part the cable in a moment or two but she’ll hold long enough.’ He wished he possessed the confidence he expressed. He could feel the cable rumbling through the port, there was no doubt about that strange sensation coming up through the thin soles of his shoes. Rogers was crouched at the companionway and suddenly straightened.


‘Half cable veered, sir!’


Sixty fathoms of thirteen-inch hemp. Not enough, not yet. Drinkwater counted to three, then: ‘Nip her!’


‘I believe,’ said Drinkwater to cover the extremity of his fear that in the next few seconds the anchor might break out or the cable part, ‘I believe at this point when staying, both the French and the Spanish invoke God as a matter of routine.’


‘Not such a bad idea, sir, beggin’ yer pardon,’ answered one of the helmsmen behind him.


And then the ship began to turn. For a moment he thought she might go the wrong way, for he had let go the lee anchor and that from a port well abaft the bow.


‘Hard over now, my lads…’ He began to spin the wheel, aware that the anchor and cable were snubbing the ship round into the wind and thus assisting them. With the courses furled there were no tacks and sheets to raise and she was suddenly in the eye of the wind. There was a thunderous clap which sent a tremble through the hull as the fore-topsail came aback and juddered the whole foremast to its step in the kelson.


‘Main-topsail haul!’ Thank God for his crew, Drinkwater thought. They were only a few days out of Chatham and might have had a crew that were raw and uncoordinated, but he had drafted the entire company from the sloop Melusine, volunteers to a man. The main and mizen yards came round. So too did the ship, she was spinning like a top, her bow rising and her bowsprit stabbing at the very moon as she passed through the wind. The main-topsail filled with a crack that sent a second mighty tremor through the ship.


‘We’ve done it, by God!’ yelled Rogers.


‘Cut, man! Cut the bloody cable!’


With the ship cast upon the other tack they had only a few seconds before the action of the anchor would pull the ship’s head back again, but the backed fore-topsail was paying her off.


‘Haul all!’


The fore-yards came round and Rogers came aft and reported the cable cut. Drinkwater caught a glimpse of rock close astern, of the hollow troughs of a sea that was breaking in shallow water.


He handed the wheel back to the quartermasters. ‘Keep her free for a little while. We are not yet clear of the shoals.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


‘Ease the weather braces, Mr Rogers.’


They made the final adjustments and set her on a course clear of the Mountamopus as a dripping party came up from the gun-deck and reported the port closed. Relief was clear on every face. As if cheated in its intention, the storm swept another curtain of cloud across the face of the moon.


‘You may splice the main-brace, Mr Rogers, then pipe the watch below. My warmest thanks to the ship’s company.’


Drinkwater turned away and headed for the companionway, his cabin and cot.


‘Three cheers for the cap’n!’


‘Silence there!’ shouted Rogers, well knowing Drinkwater’s distaste for any kind of show. But Drinkwater paused at the top of the companionway and made to raise his hat, only to find he had no hat to raise.


Squatting awkwardly to catch the light from the binnacle, Mr Frey made the routine entry on the log slate for the middle watch: Westerly gales to storm. Ship club-hauled off St Michael’s Mount, Course S.E. Lost sheet anchor and one cable. He paused, then added on his own accord and without instruction: Ship saved.


The weather had abated somewhat by dawn, though the sea still ran high and there was a heavy swell. However, it was possible to relight the galley range and it was a more cheerful ship’s company that set additional sail as the wind continued to moderate during the forenoon.


Drinkwater was on deck having slept undisturbed for four blessed hours. His mind felt refreshed although his limbs and, more acutely, his right shoulder which had been mangled by wounds, ached with fatigue. It was almost the hour of noon and he had sent down for his Hadley sextant with a view to assisting Hill and his party establish the ship’s latitude. The master was still frustrated over his failure of the day before, for he could find no retrospective error in his working.


On waking Drinkwater had reflected upon the problem. He himself did not always observe the sun’s altitude at noon. Hill was a more than usually competent master and had served with Drinkwater on the cutter Kestrel and the sloop Melusine, proving his ability both in the confined waters of the Channel and North Sea, and also in the intricacies of Arctic navigation.


As Mullender gingerly lifted the teak box lid for Drinkwater to remove the instrument he caught the reproach in Hill’s eyes.


‘It wants about four minutes to apparent noon, sir,’ said Hill, adding with bitter emphasis, ‘by my reckoning.’


Drinkwater suppressed a smile. Poor Hill. His humiliation was public; there could be few on the ship that by now had not learned that their plight last night had been due to a total want of accuracy in the ship’s navigation.


Hill assembled his party. Alongside him stood three of the ship’s six midshipmen and one of the master’s mates. Lieutenant Quilhampton was also in attendance, using Drinkwater’s old quadrant given him by the captain. Drinkwater remembered that Quilhampton and he had been discussing some detail the previous day and that the lieutenant had not taken a meridian altitude. Nor had Lieutenant Gorton. Drinkwater frowned and lifted his sextant, swinging the index and bringing the sun down to the horizon. The pale disc shone through a thin veil of high cloud and he adjusted the vernier screw so that it arced on the horizon. He peered briefly at the scale, replaced the sextant to his eye and noted that the sun continued to rise slowly as it moved towards its culmination.


‘Nearly on, sir,’ remarked Hill who had been watching the rate of rise slow down. The line of officers swayed with the motion of the ship, a picture of concentration. The sun ceased to rise and ‘hung’. Its brief motionless suspension preceded its descent into the period of postmeridian and Hill called, ‘On, sir, right on!’


‘Very well, Mr Hill, eight bells it is.’


By the binnacle the quartermaster turned the glass, the other master’s mate hove the log and eight bells was called forward where the fo’c’s’le bell was struck sharply. The marine sentinels were relieved, dinner was piped and a new day started on board His Britannic Majesty’s 36-gun, 18-pounder, frigate Antigone as she stood across the chops of the Channel in search of Admiral Cornwallis and the Channel Fleet.


‘Well, Mr Hill,’ Drinkwater straightened from his sextant, ‘what do we make it?’ Drinkwater saw Hill bending over his quadrant, his lips muttering. A frown puckered his forehead, something seemed to be wrong with the master’s instrument.


To avoid causing Hill embarrassment Drinkwater turned to the senior of the midshipmen: ‘Mr Walmsley?’


Midshipman Lord Walmsley cast a sideways look at the master, swallowed and answered. ‘Er, thirty-nine degrees, twenty-six minutes, sir.’


‘Poppy cock, Mr Walmsley. Mr Frey?’


Thirty-nine degrees six minutes, sir.’ Drinkwater grunted. That was within a minute of his own observation.


‘Mr Q?’


‘And a half, sir.’


The two master’s mates and Midshipman the Honourable Alexander Glencross agreed within a couple of minutes. Drinkwater turned to Mr Hill: ‘Well, Mr Hill?’


Hill was frowning. ‘I have the same as Lord Walmsley, sir.’ His voice was puzzled and Drinkwater looked quickly at his lordship who had already moved his index arm and was lowering his instrument back into the box between his feet. It suddenly occurred to Drinkwater what had happened. Hill habitually muttered his altitude as he read it off the scale and Walmsley had persistently overheard and copied him. Yesterday, without Quilhampton and Drinkwater, Hill would have believed his own observation, apparently corroborated by Walmsley, and dismissed those of his juniors as inaccurate.


Drinkwater made a quick calculation. By adding the sum of the corrections for parallax, the sun’s semi-diameter and refraction, then taking the result from a right angle to produce the true zenith distance, he was very close to their latitude. They were almost upon the equinox so the effect of the sun’s declination was not very large and there would be a discrepancy in their latitudes of some twenty miles. Hill’s altitude would put them twenty miles south, where they had thought they were yesterday.


‘Very well, gentlemen. We will call it thirty-nine degrees, six and a half minutes.’


They bent over their tablets and a few minutes later Drinkwater called for their computed latitudes. Again only Walmsley disagreed.


‘Very well. We shall make it forty-nine degrees, eleven minutes north… Mr Hill, you appear to have an error in your instrument.’


Hill had already come to the same conclusion and was fiddling with his quadrant, blushing with shame and annoyance. Drinkwater stepped towards him.


‘There’s no harm done, Mr Hill,’ he said privately, reassuring the master.


‘Thank you, sir. But imagine the consequences … last night, sir… we might have been cast ashore because I failed to check…’


‘A great deal might happen if, Mr Hill,’ broke in Drinkwater. ‘There is too much hazard in the sea-life to worry about what did not happen. Now bend your best endeavours to checking the compass. We have an error there too, or I suspect you would have tumbled yesterday’s inaccuracy yourself.’


The thought seemed to brighten Hill, to shift some of the blame and lighten the burden of his culpability. Drinkwater smiled and turned away, fastening his grey eyes on the senior midshipman.


‘Mr Walmsley,’ he snapped, ‘I wish to address a few words to you, sir!’












	Chapter Two

	March 1804







The Antigone


Captain Nathaniel Drinkwater turned his chair and stared astern to where patches of sunlight danced upon the sea, alternating with the shadows of clouds. The surface of the sea heaved with the regularity of the Atlantic swells that rolled eastwards in the train of the storm. In the wake of the Antigone herself half a dozen gulls and fulmars quartered the disturbed water in search of prey. Further off a gannet turned its gliding flight into an abrupt and predatory dive; but Drinkwater barely noticed these things, his mind was still full of the interview with Lord Walmsley.


Drinkwater had inherited Lord Walmsley together with most of the other midshipmen from his previous command. They had already been on board when he had hurriedly joined the Melusine for her voyage escorting the Hull whaling fleet into the Arctic Ocean the previous summer. The officer responsible for selecting and patronising this coterie of ‘young gentlemen’, Captain Sir James Palgrave, had been severely wounded in a duel and prevented from sailing in command of the Melusine. Now Drinkwater rather wished Walmsley to the devil along with Sir James whose wound had mortified and who had paid with his life for the consequences of a foolish quarrel. Walmsley was an indolent youngster, spoiled, vastly over-confident and of a character strong enough to dominate the cockpit. Occasionally charming, there was no actual evil in him, though Drinkwater would have instinctively written bad against his character had he been asked, if only because Lord Walmsley did not measure up to Drinkwater’s exacting standards as an embryonic sea-officer. The fact was that his lordship did not give a twopenny damn about the naval service or, Drinkwater suspected, Captain Nathaniel Drinkwater himself. The captain was, after all, only in command of one of the many cruisers attached to the hastily raked-up collection of ships that made up the Downs Squadron. Lord Walmsley knew as well as Captain Drinkwater that, whatever hysteria was raised in the House of Commons about the menace of invasion across the Strait of Dover, it would not be Admiral Lord Keith’s motley collection of vessels that stopped it but the might of the Channel Fleet under Admiral Cornwallis. Since Cornwallis’s squadrons were bottling up the French in Brest it seemed unlikely that Keith’s ships would be achieving anything more glorious than commerce harrying and a general intimidation of the north coast of France. It was well known that Keith himself did not want his job and that he considered his own post to be that usurped by the upstart Nelson: holding the key to the Mediterranean outside Toulon.


Drinkwater sighed; when the Commander-in-Chief of the station made common knowledge of his dissatisfaction, was it any wonder that a young kill-buck like Walmsley should adopt an attitude of indifference? What was more, Walmsley had influence in high places. This depressing reflection irritated Drinkwater. He turned, rose from his chair and, taking a key from his waistcoat pocket, unlocked his wine case. He took out one of the two cut-glass goblets and lifted the decanter. The port glowed richly as he held the glass against the light from the stern windows. Resuming his seat he hitched both feet up on the settee that ran from quarter to quarter across the stern and narrowed his eyes. Damn Lord Walmsley! The young man was a souring influence among a group of reefers who, if they were not exactly brilliant, were not without merit. Midshipman Frey, for instance, just twelve years old, had already seen action off the coast of Greenland, was proving a great asset as a seaman and had also demonstrated his talents as an artist. Drinkwater was not averse to advancing the able, and had already seen both Mr Quilhampton and Mr Gorton get their commissions and placed them on his own quarterdeck as a mark of confidence in them, young though they were. Messrs Wickham and Dutfield were run-of-the-mill youngsters, willing and of a similar age. The Honourable Alexander Glencross was led by Lord Walmsley. The sixth midshipman was even younger than Frey, a freckled Scot named Gillespy forced upon him as a favour to James Quilhampton. In his pursuit of Mistress Catriona MacEwan, poor Quilhampton had sought to press his suit by promising the girl’s aunt to find a place for the child of another sister. Little Gillespy was therefore being turned into a King’s sea-officer to enhance Quilhampton’s prospects as a suitable husband for the lovely Catriona. Drinkwater had had a berth for a midshipman and James had pleaded his own case so well that Drinkwater found himself unable to refuse his request.


‘I believe Miss MacEwan is kindly disposed towards me, sir,’ Quilhampton had said, ‘but her festering aunt regards me as a poor catch…’ Drinkwater had seen poor Quilhampton’s eyes fall to his iron hook which he wore in place of a left hand. So, from friendship and pity, Drinkwater had agreed to the boy joining the ship. As for Gillespy, he had so far borne his part well despite being constantly sea-sick since Antigone left the Thames, and had spent the first half-dozen of his watches on deck lashed to a carronade slide. Drinkwater wondered what effect Walmsley and Glencross might have on such malleable clay.


‘Damn ’em both!’ he muttered; he had more important things to think about and could ill-afford his midshipmen such solicitude. They must take their chance like he had had to. Whatever his misgivings over the reefers, he was well served by his officers, Hill’s error notwithstanding. That had been an unfortunate mistake and principally due to the badly fitted compass that was, in turn, a result of the chaotic state of the dockyards. They had found the error in the lubber’s line small in itself, but enough to confuse their dead-reckoning as they steered down the Channel with a favourable easterly wind. That was an irony in itself after two months of the foulest weather for over a year; gales that had driven the Channel Fleet off station at Brest and into the lee of Torbay.


‘Disaster,’ he muttered as he sipped the port, ‘is always a combination of small things going wrong simultaneously …’ And, by God, how close they had come to it in Mount’s Bay! He consoled himself with the thought that no great harm had been done. Although he had lost an anchor and cable, the club-haul had not only welded his ship’s company together but shown them what they were themselves capable of. ‘It’s an ill wind,’ he murmured, then stopped, aware that he was talking to himself a great deal too much these days.


‘Now I want a good, steady stroke.’ Tregembo, captain’s coxswain regarded his barge crew with a critical eye. He had hand-picked them himself but since Drinkwater had read himself in at Antigone’s entry the captain had not been out of the ship and this was to be the first time they took the big barge away. He knew most of them, the majority had formed the crew of Melusine’s gig, but they had never performed before under the eyes of an admiral or the entire Channel Fleet.


He grunted his satisfaction. ‘Don’t ’ee let me down. No. Nor the cap’n, neither. Don’t forget we owe him a lot, my lads,’ he glowered round them as if to quell contradiction. There was a wry sucking of teeth and winking of eyes that signified recognition of Tregembo’s partiality for the captain. ‘No one but Cap’n Drinkwater’d’ve got us out o’ Mount’s Bay an’ all three masts still standing… just you buggers think on that. Now up on deck with ’ee all.’ Tregembo followed the boat’s crew up out of the gloom of the gun-deck.


Above, all was bustle and activity. Tregembo looked aft and grinned to himself. Captain Drinkwater stood where, in Tregembo’s imagination, he always stood, at the windward hance, one foot on the slide of the little brass carronade that was one of a pair brought from the Melusine. Ten minutes earlier the whole ship had been stirred by the hail of the masthead look-out who had sighted the topgallants of the main body of the Channel Fleet cruising on Cornwallis’s rendezvous fifty miles west of Ushant. In the cabin below, Mullender was fussing over Drinkwater’s brand new uniform coat with its single gleaming epaulette, transferred now to the right shoulder and denoting a post-captain of less than five years seniority. Mullender at last satisfied himself that no fluff adhered to the blue cloth with a final wipe of the piece of wool flag-bunting, and lifted the stained boat-cloak out of the sea-chest. He shook his head over it, considering its owner would benefit from a new one and cut a better dash before the admiral to boot, but, with a single glance out of the stern windows, considered the weather too fresh to risk a boat journey without it. Gold lace tarnished quickly and the protection of the cloak was essential. Drawing a sleeve over the knap on the cocked hat, Mullender left the cabin. He had been saving the dregs of four bottles to celebrate such a moment and retired to his pantry to indulge in the rare privilege of the captain’s servant.


Drinkwater lowered his glass for the third time, then impatiently lifted it again. This time he was rewarded by the sight of a small white triangle just above the horizon. In the succeeding minutes others rose over the rim of the earth until it seemed that, for half of the visible circle where sea met sky, the white triangles of sails surrounded them. Beneath each white triangle the dark hulls emerged with their lighter strakes and chequered sides. The gay colours of flag signals and ensigns enlivened the scene and Antigone buzzed as officers and men pointed out ships they recognised, old friends or scandalous hulks that were only kept afloat by the prayers of their crews and the diabolical links their commanders enjoyed with the devil himself.


‘’Ere, ain’t that the bloody Himmortalitee?’ cried an excited seaman, and an equally effusive Hill agreed.


‘Aye, Marston, that is indeed the Immortalité, and a damned fine ship she was when I was in her as a master’s mate.’


‘Gorn to the devil, Mister ’Ill, now we oldsters ain’t there to watch. She used to gripe like a stuck porker in anything of a blow…’


‘God damn it the Belleisle, by all that’s holy …’


‘And the Goliath …’


Drinkwater tolerated the excitement as long as it did not mar the efficiency of the Antigone. One of the look-out cruisers broke away and hauled her yards to intercept them.


‘Permission to hoist the private signal, sir?’ James Quilhampton crossed the deck, touching his hat.


‘Very well, Mr Q.’ Drinkwater nodded and lifted his glass, watching the frigate close hauled on the wind as she moved to intercept the new arrival. She was a thing of loveliness on such a morning and was sending up her royals to cut a dash and impress the Antigone’s company with her handiness and discipline. The two frigates exchanged recognition and private signals.


‘Number Three-One-Three, sir. Sirius, thirty-six, Captain William Prowse.’


‘Very well.’ Drinkwater stood upon the carronade slide and waved his hat as the two cruisers passed on opposite tacks.


‘The flagship’s two points to starboard, sir,’ the ever-attentive Quilhampton informed him.


‘Very well, Mr Q, ease her off a little.’ He wondered how Antigone appeared from Sirius as the look-out frigate tacked in her wake and hauled her own yards, swinging round to regain station. Drinkwater cast a critical eye aloft and then along the deck. Tregembo was mustering the barge’s crew in the waist before ordering them into the boat. Although he was far from being a wealthy officer, he had managed a degree of uniformity for his boat’s crew due to the large number of slops he had acquired in two previous ships. Over their flannel shirts and duck trousers the men wore cut-down greygoes that gave the appearance of pilot jackets, while upon their heads Tregembo had placed warm sealskin caps, part of the profit of the Melusine’s voyage among the ice-floes of the Arctic seas. It was a piece of conceit in which Drinkwater took a secret delight.


He was proud of the frigate too. Notwithstanding the deplorable state of the dockyards and the desperate shortage of every necessity for fitting out ships of war caused by Lord St Vincent’s reforms, she was cause for self-congratulation. The First Lord’s zeal in rooting out corruption might have long-term benefits, but for the present the disruptions and shortages had made the commissioning of men-of-war a nightmare for their commanders. Drinkwater recognised his good fortune. The dreadful condition of Melusine on her return from the Arctic had removed her from active service and they had managed to take out of her a quantity of stores which, with what the dockyard at Chatham allowed, had enabled them to get Antigone down to Blackstakes for her powder in good time. Best of all he had employed seamen in her fitting out and not the convict labour St Vincent advocated. Besides, the ship herself had been in good condition. Built by the French in Cherbourg only nine years earlier, she had been captured in the Red Sea in September 1798 by a party of British seamen that included Drinkwater himself. His appointment to this particular ship was, he knew, a mark of favour from the First Lord. Originally armed with twenty-six long 24-pounder cannon, she had been taken with most of her guns on shore and the Navy Board had seen fit to reduce her force to conform with other frigates of the Royal Navy. Now she mounted twenty-six black 18-pounder long guns upon her gun-deck, two long 9-pounder bow-chasers upon her fo’c’s’le together with eight stubby 36-pounder carronades. On her quarterdeck were eight further long nines and the two brass carronades that had formerly gleamed at the hances of Melusine.


Drinkwater grunted his satisfaction as Hill reported the flagship a league distant and gave his permission for sail to be shortened. There were occasions when he regretted not being able to handle the ship in the day-to-day routines but on an occasion such as the present one it gave him equal pleasure to watch the officers and men go about their duty, to remark on the performance of individuals and to note the weaker officers and petty officers in the ship. There was also the necessity to observe the whale-men he had pressed from the Hull whalers Nimrod and Conqueror; in particular a man named Waller, formerly the commander of the Conqueror, who had only escaped hanging by Drinkwater’s clemency.* Waller was expiating treason before the mast as a common seaman and Drinkwater kept an eye on him. He had had Rogers, the first lieutenant, split all the whale-men into different messes so that they could not confer or form any kind of a combination. For a minute he was tempted to send Waller with the two score of pressed men taken aboard from the Nore guardship as replacements for the Channel Fleet. But he could not abandon his responsibilities that easily. It was better to keep Waller under his own vigilant eye than risk him causing trouble elsewhere in the fleet. The rest behaved well enough. Good seamen, most had come from the Melusine where they had originally been volunteers during the short-lived Peace of Amiens.


‘Hoist the signal for dispatches, sir?’


Drinkwater turned to find the diminutive Mr Frey looking up at him. He nodded. ‘Indeed yes, Mr Frey, if you will be so kind.’ He smiled at the boy who grinned back. All in all, reflected Drinkwater, he was one of the most fortunate of all the post-captains hereabouts, and he cast his eyes round the horizon where ship after ship of the British fleet cruised under easy sail in three great columns with the frigates cast out ahead, astern and on either flank.


Drinkwater sniffed the fresh north-westerly breeze and felt invigorated by the delightful freshness of the morning. The storm of two nights previously had cleared the air. Even here, a hundred miles off the Isles of Scilly where already the first crocuses would be breaking through the soil, spring was in the air. He nodded at Rogers who walked over to him.


‘Mornin’, Sam.’


‘Good morning, sir. Sail’s shortened and the barge is ready for lowering.’


Drinkwater regarded his first lieutenant, remembering their previous enmity aboard the Hellebore when they had been wrecked after an error of judgement made by Samuel Rogers, and of their successes together in the Baltic in the old bomb-vessel Virago. Rogers was a coarse and vulgar man, no scientific officer and only a passable navigator, but he was a competent seaman and his valour in action was too valuable an asset to be lightly set aside merely because he lacked social accomplishments. Besides, in his present situation he would have precious little opportunity to worry over such a deficiency. He was, Drinkwater knew, perfect as a first luff; the very man the hands loved to hate, who was indifferent to that hatred and who could take the blame for all the hardships, mishaps and injustices the naval service would press upon their unfortunate souls and bodies.


‘She’s looking very tiddly, Sam. Fit for an admiral’s inspection already. I congratulate you.’


Rogers gave him a grin. ‘I heard about your appetite for tiddly ships after the Melusine, sir.’


Drinkwater grinned back. ‘She was a damned yacht, Sam. You should have heard the gunroom squeal when I cut off her royal masts and fitted a crow’s nest to con her through the ice.’


‘She was different from the old Virago then?’


‘As chalk is from cheese…’


They were interrupted by Lieutenant Quilhampton. ‘Flag’s signalling, sir: “Captain to come aboard”.’


‘Very well. Bring the ship to under the admiral’s lee quarter, Mr Q… Sam be so good as to salute the flag while I shift my coat.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ The two officers began to carry out their orders as Drinkwater hurried below to where an anxious Mullender had coat, hat, cloak and sword all ready for him.












	
Chapter Three


	March 1804







The Spy Master


Admiral Sir William Cornwallis rose from behind his desk and motioned Drinkwater to a chair. His flag-lieutenant took the offered packet of Admiralty dispatches and handed them to the admiral’s secretary for opening.


‘A glass of wine, Captain?’ The flag-lieutenant beckoned a servant forward and Drinkwater hitched his sword between his legs, laid his cocked hat across his lap and took the tall Venetian goblet from the salver. ‘Thank you. I have two bags of mail for the fleet in my barge and a draft of forty-three men for the squadron…’


‘I shall inform the Captain of the Fleet, sir. Sir William, your permission?’


‘By all means.’ The admiral bent over the opened dispatches as the flag-lieutenant left the cabin. The servant withdrew and Drinkwater was left with Cornwallis, his immobile secretary and another man, a dark stranger in civilian clothes, who seemed to be regarding Drinkwater with some interest and whose evident curiosity Drinkwater found rather irksome and embarrassing. He avoided this scrutiny by studying his surroundings. The great cabin of His Britannic Majesty’s 112-gun ship Ville de Paris was a luxurious compartment compared with his own. As a first-rate line of battleship the Ville de Paris was almost a new ship, built as a replacement for Rodney’s prize, the flagship of Admiral De Grasse, taken at the Battle of Saintes in the American War and so badly knocked about that she had foundered on her way home across the stormy Atlantic. It was an irony that a ship so named should bear the flag of the officer responsible for keeping the French fleet bottled up in Brest. Drinkwater did not envy the admiral his luxury: the monotony of blockade duty would have oppressed him. Even in a frigate attached to the inshore squadron cruising off Ushant, the perils of tides and rocks would far outweigh the risk of danger from the enemy coupled as they were with the prevailing strong westerly winds. As his old friend Richard White constantly wrote and told him, he was lucky to have avoided such an arduous and thankless task. There were a few who had carved out a glorious niche for themselves with brilliant actions. Pellew, for instance, in the Indefatigable and with Amazon in company had caught the French battleship Droits de I’Homme, harried her all night and forced her to become embayed in Audierne Bay where she was wrecked. The thought of embayment still caused him a shudder and he recollected that Pellew’s triumph had also caused the loss of Amazon from the same cause. No, for the most part the maintenance of this huge fleet with its frigates and its supply problems was simply to keep Admiral Truguet and the principal French fleet capable of operating in the Atlantic, securely at its moorings in Brest Road. By this means Napoleon would not be able to secure the naval supremacy in the Channel that he needed to launch his invasion. Whatever the monotony of the duty there was no arguing its effectiveness. All the same Drinkwater was not keen to be kept under the severe restraint of commanding a frigate on blockade.
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