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I am taking all Frigates about me I possibly can; for if I … let the Enemy escape for want of ‘the eyes of the Fleet’, I should consider myself as most highly reprehensible.


NELSON




Author’s Note


The major incidents in this novel are matters of historical fact. Some of the peripheral characters, such as Admirals Kempenfelt and Arbuthnot, Captain Calvert, Jonathan Poulter and Wilfred Collingwood are also factual and the personalities, as depicted, tally with the images they have left later generations.


The exploits of Cyclops, though fictional, are both nautically and politically within the bounds of possibility. The continental currency of Congress was indeed worthless to the extent of almost ruining the Revolution. Fighting in the Carolinas and Georgia was characterised by atrocities, though the Galuda River does not exist.


No nautical claim has been made which was impossible. The details of the Moonlight Battle, for instance, can be verified from other sources, though the actual capture of Santa Teresa is Cyclops’s own ‘part’ in the action.


Pains have been taken over the accuracy of facts concerning the life on board men-of-war during the American War of Independence and pedants may like to note that at the time Drinkwater went to sea commissioned officers messed in the gunroom, midshipmen and master’s mates in the cockpit. By the beginning of the next century the latter occupied the gunroom with the warrant officer gunner exercising a sort of parental authority and schoolmasters appointed to attempt the education of the ‘young gentlemen’. By this time the officers had a grander ‘wardroom’.







	Chapter One

	October–December 1779






The Greenhorn




A baleful sun broke through the overcast to shed a patch of pale light on the frigate. The fresh westerly wind and the opposing flood tide combined to throw up a vicious sea as the ship, under topsails and staysails, drove east down the Prince’s Channel clear of the Thames.


Upon her quarterdeck the sailing master ordered the helm eased to prevent her driving too close to the Pansand, the four helmsmen struggling to hold the ship as the wheelspokes flickered through their fingers.


‘Mr Drinkwater!’ The old master, his white hair streaming in the wind, addressed a lean youth of medium height with fine, almost feminine features and an unhealthily pallid complexion. The midshipman stepped forward, nervously eager.


‘Sir?’


‘My compliments to the Captain. Please inform him we are abeam of the Pansand Beacon.’


‘Yes, sir.’ He turned to go.


‘Mr Drinkwater!’


‘Sir?’


‘Please repeat my message and answer correctly.’


The youth flushed deeply, his Adam’s apple bobbing with embarrassment.


‘Y … your compliments to the Captain and we’re abeam the Pansand Beacon, aye, aye, sir.’


‘Very good.’


Drinkwater darted away beneath the quarterdeck to where the red-coated marine sentinel indicated the holy presence of the Captain of His Britannic Majesty’s 36-gun frigate Cyclops.


Captain Hope was shaving when the midshipman knocked on the door. He nodded as the message was delivered.


Drinkwater hovered uncertainly, not knowing whether he was dismissed. After what seemed an age the Captain appeared satisfied with his chin, wiped off the lather and began to tie his stock. He fixed the young midshipman with a pair of watery blue eyes set in a deeply lined and cadaverous face.


‘And you are …?’ He left the question unfinished.


‘M … Mister Drinkwater, sir, midshipman …’


‘Ah yes, it was the Rector of Monken Hadley requested your place, I recollect it well …’ The Captain reached for his coat. ‘Do your duty, cully, and you have nothing to fear, but make damned sure you know what your duty is …’


‘Yes … I mean aye, aye, sir.’


‘Very well. Tell the Master I’ll be up shortly when I’ve finished my breakfast.’


Captain Hope smoothed the coat down and turned to look out through the stern windows as the door closed behind the retreating Drinkwater.


He sighed. He judged the boy to be old for a new entrant and yet he could not escape the thought that it might have been himself nearly forty years ago.


The Captain was fifty-six years of age. He had only held his post rank for three years. Devoid of patronage he would have died a half-pay commander had not an unpopular war with the rebellious American Colonies forced the Admiralty to employ him. Many competent naval officers had refused to serve against the colonists, particularly those with Whig sympathies and independent means. As the rebels acquired powerful allies the Royal Navy was stretched to the limit, watching the cautiously hostile Dutch, the partisan ‘neutrals’ of the Baltic and the actively hostile French and Spanish. In their plight their Lordships had scraped the barrel and in the lees at the bottom had discovered the able person of Henry Hope.


Hope was more than a competent seaman. He had served as lieutenant at Quiberon Bay and distinguished himself several times during the Seven Years’ War. Command of a sloop had come at the end of the war, but by then he was forty with little hope of further advancement. He had a widowed mother, tended by a sister whose husband had fallen before Ticonderoga in Abercrombie’s bungled attack, but no family of his own. He was a man used to care and tribulation, a man well suited to command of a ship.


But as he stared out of the stern windows at the yeasty, bubbling wake that cut a smooth through the choppy waters of the outer estuary, he remembered a more youthful Hope. Now his name silently taunted him. He idly wondered about the young man who had just left the cabin. Then he dismissed the thought as his servant brought in breakfast.


Cyclops anchored in the Downs for three days while she gathered a small convoy of merchantmen about her and waited for a favourable wind to proceed west. When she and her covey of charges weighed they thought they would carry a pleasant easterly down Channel. In the event the wind veered and for a week Cyclops beat to windward against the last of the equinoctial gales.


Nathaniel Drinkwater was forced to endure a brief, hard schooling. He lay aloft with the topmen, shivering with cold and terror as the recalcitrant topgallants billowed and thundered about his ears. There was no redress when an over-zealous bosun’s mate accidentally sliced his buttocks with a starter. Cruelty was a fact of life and its evils were only augmented between the stinking decks of an overcrowded British man o’war. Worn out by a week’s incessant labour in conditions of unaccustomed cold; forced by necessity to eat indifferent food washed down by small beer of incomparable badness; bullied and shouted at, Drinkwater had broken down one night.


He wept into his hammock with bitter loneliness. His dreams of glory and service to a grateful country melted into the desperate release of tears and in his misery he took refuge in thoughts of home.


He remembered his careworn mother, desperate to see her sons maintain their station in life; her delight when the Rector had called with a letter from the relative of a friend, a Captain Henry Hope, accepting Nathaniel as midshipman aboard Cyclops, and how jubilant she had been that her elder son at last had reached the respectability of a King’s officer.


He wept too for his brother, the carefree, irrepressible Ned, who was always in trouble and whom the Rector himself had flogged for scrumping apples: Ned with whom he used to practice single stick on Barnet common, of whom his mother used to say despairingly that only a father’s firmness would make of him a gentleman. Ned had laughed at that, tossed his head and laughed, while across the room Nathaniel had caught his mother’s eyes and been ashamed for his brother’s callousness.


Nathaniel had only one recollection of his father, a dim, shadowy being who had tossed him in the air, smelled of wine and tobacco, and laughed wildly before dashing his own brains out in a riding accident. Ned had all his father’s reckless passion and love of horses, while Nathaniel inherited the mother’s quieter fortitude.


But upon that miserable night when fatigue, hunger, sickness, cold and hopelessness lay siege to his spirit, Nathaniel was exposed to the vicissitudes of fate and in the surrounding darkness his sobbing was overheard by his neighbour, the senior midshipman.


At dinner the following day as eight or nine of Cyclops’s dozen midshipmen struggled through their pease pudding, the president of the cockpit, Mr Midshipman Augustus Morris rose solemnly from his place at the head of the filthy table.


‘We have a coward amongst us, gentlemen,’ he announced, a peculiarly malevolent gleam in his hooded eyes. The midshipmen, whose ages varied between twelve and twenty-four, looked from one to another wondering on whom the wrath of Mr Morris was about to descend.


Drinkwater was already cringing under the onslaught he instinctively felt was destined for him. As Morris’s eyes raked over the upturned faces they fell, one by one, to dumb regard of the pewter plates and tankards sliding about before them. None of them would encourage Morris neither would they interfere with whatever malice he had planned.


‘Mister Drinkwater,’ Morris sarcastically emphasised the title, ‘I shall endeavour to correct your predilection for tears by compelling your arse to weep a little – get over that chest!’


Drinkwater knew it was pointless to resist. At the mention of his name he had risen unsteadily to his feet. He looked dumbly round at the indicated sea chest, his legs shaking but refusing to move. Then a cruel fate made Cyclops lurch and the tableau dissolved, Drinkwater was thrown across the chest by the forces of nature. With an unnatural eagerness Morris flung himself on Drinkwater, threw aside the blue cloth coat-tails and, inserting his fingers in the waistband of Drinkwater’s trousers, bared his victim’s buttocks to an accompaniment of tearing calico. It was this act more than the six brutal stripes that Morris laid on his posterior that burnt itself into Drinkwater’s memory. For his mother had laboured on those trousers, her arthritic fingers carefully passing the needle, the tears filling her eyes at the prospect of parting with her elder son. Somehow, with the resilience of youth, Drinkwater survived that passage to Spithead. Despite the pain in his buttocks he had been forced to learn much about the details of handling a ship under sail, for the westerly gale compelled the frigate to wear and wear again in a hard, ruthless fight to windward and it was the second week in October 1779 before she brought to her anchor in St Helen’s Roads under the lee of Bembridge.


Hardly had Cyclops gathered sternway, her main topsail aback, and the cable gone rumbling through the hawse than the third lieutenant was calling away the captain’s gig. Morris acted as the gig’s coxswain. He ordered Drinkwater to the bow where a grinning seaman handed the youth a boat-hook. The gig bobbed alongside the wooden wales of the frigate’s side, the hook lodged in the mainchains. Above him, but unseen, Drinkwater could hear the thumping of the marines’ boots as they fell in at the entry port. Then came the twittering of the pipes. He looked up. At the entry port, fingers to his hat, stood Captain Hope. It was only the second time Drinkwater had seen him face to face since their brief interview. Their eyes met, the boy’s full of awe, the man’s blank with indifference. Hope turned around, grasped the manropes and leaned outboard. He descended the side until a foot above the gunwale of the boat he paused waiting for the boat to rise. As it did so he jumped aboard, landing with little dignity between stroke and second stroke. He clambered over the intervening thwart from which the seamen deferentially drew aside and sat himself down.


‘Toss oars!’ yelled Morris.


‘Bear off forrard!’ Drinkwater pushed mightily against his boat-hook. It caught in the iron work of the chains; he tried to disengage it as the boat’s head fell off but it refused to move, its shaft drawing through his hand and sticking incongruously outwards from the ship’s side. He leaned further outboard and grabbed the end of the handle, the sweat of exertion and humiliation poured off him. He lunged again and nearly fell overboard.


‘Sit down forrard!’ roared Morris, and Drinkwater subsided in the bows, his cup of agony overflowing.


‘Give way together!’


The oars bit the water and groaned in the thole pins. In minutes the men’s backs were dark with perspiration. Drinkwater darted a glance aft. Morris was staring ahead, his hand on the tiller. The captain was gazing abstractedly at the green shores of the Isle of Wight away to larboard.


Then a thought struck Drinkwater. He had left the boat-hook protruding from the frigate’s side. What in God’s name was he going to use when they reached the flagship? His mind was overcome by sudden panic as he cast about the bow sheets for another boat-hook. There was none.


For nearly twenty minutes as the gig danced over the sparkling sea and the westerly breeze dashed spray off the wavecaps, Drinkwater cast about him in an agony of indecision. He knew their destination was the flagship, HMS Sandwich of 90 guns, where even the seamen would look haughtily on the frigate’s unremarkable gig. Any irregularities in the boat-handling would be commented upon to the disservice of Cyclops. Then a second thought struck him. Any such display of poor seamanship would reflect equally upon Mr Midshipman Morris and he was unlikely to let Drinkwater discredit him unscathed. The prospect of another beating further terrified the boy.


Drinkwater stared ahead of the boat. The low shore of Hampshire lay before him, the sun shining on the dun blocks of the forts at Gosport and Southsea, guarding the entrance to Portsmouth Harbour. Between the gig and the shoreline a long row of ships of the line lay at anchor, their hulls massive beneath the masts and crossed yards. Large ensigns snapped briskly at their sterns and the gaudy flutter of the union flags over their fo’c’s’les gave the vista a festive air. Here and there the square flag of a rear or vice-admiral flew at a masthead. Sunlight glittered on gilded figureheads and quarter galleries as the battleships swung head to wind at the slackwater. The sea surrounding them was dotted with small craft. Coastal vessels crowded on sail to avoid pulling boats of every conceivable size. Small launches and gigs conveyed officers and commanders; larger long boats and cutters under pint-size midshipmen or grizzled master’s mates brought stores, powder or shot off from the dockyard. Water hoys and shallops, their civilian crews abusive under their protection from the press gangs, bucked alongside the battleships. A verbal duel between their masters and anxious naval lieutenants who waved requisition orders at them, seemed endless. The sheer energy and scale of activity was like nothing Drinkwater had ever witnessed before. They passed a small cutter aboard which half a dozen painted doxies sat, pallid with the boat’s motion. Two of them waved saucily at the gig’s crew amongst whom a ripple of lust passed at the unaccustomed sight of swelling bodices.


‘Eyes in the boat!’ yelled Morris self-importantly, himself glancing at the lushness exhibited by over-tight stays.


The Sandwich was nearer now and a cold sweat broke out again on Drinkwater’s forehead. Then, by accident, he solved his problem. Wriggling round to view the prospect before him his hand encountered something sharp. He looked down. Beneath the grating he caught sight of something hook-like. He shifted his weight and lifted the slatted wood. In the bilge lay a small grapnel. It had an eye at the end of the shank. It was this that saved his backside another tanning. Fishing it out he bent on the end of the gig’s painter and coiled the bight in his hand. He now possessed a substitute boat-hook and relaxed. Once again he looked about him.


It was a splendid sight. Beyond the line of battleships several frigates lay at anchor. They had already passed one lying as guard-ship at the Warner and had Drinkwater been less perturbed by the loss of his boat-hook he might have been more attentive. But now he could feast his eyes on a sight that his provincial breeding had previously denied him. Beyond Fort Gilkicker more masts rose from hulls grey blue with distance. Drinkwater’s inexperienced eyes did not recognise the lines of transports.


It was a powerful fleet; a great effort by Britain to avert the threat to her West Indian possessions and succour the ailing ships on the North American station. For two years since the surrender of Burgoyne’s army Britain had been trying to bring the wily Washington to battle while simultaneously holding off the increasing combination of European enemies from snapping up distant colonies when her attention was occupied elsewhere.


That this effort had been further strained by the corruption, peculation and plain jobbery that infected public life in general and Lord Sandwich’s navy in particular was not a matter to concern Drinkwater for grander spectacles were before him. As the gig drew close to the massive side of Sandwich Captain Hope drew the attention of Morris to something. The midshipman turned the boat head to sea.


‘Oars!’ he ordered and the blades rose dripping to the horizontal.


Drinkwater looked round for some reason for this cessation of activity. There was none as far as he could see. Looking again at Sandwich he noted a flurry about her decks.


Glittering officers in blue and white, pointed polished telescopes astern, in the direction of Portsmouth. Drinkwater could just see the crowns of the marines’ black hats as they fell in. Then a drum rolled and the black specks were topped by a line of silver bayonets as the marines shouldered arms. A pipe shrilled out and all activity aboard Sandwich ceased. The great ship seemed to wait expectantly as a small black ball rose to the truck of her mainmast.


Then round her stern and into view from Cyclops’s gig swept an admiral’s barge. At its bow fluttered the red cross of St George. The oarsmen bent to their task with unanimous precision, their red and white striped shirts moving in unison, their heads crowned by black beavers. A small dapper midshipman stood upright in the stern, hand on tiller. His uniform was immaculate, his hat set at a rakish angle. Drinkwater stared down at his own crumpled coat and badly cobbled trousers; he felt distinctly uncomfortable.


Also in the stem of the barge sat an old-looking man wrapped in a boat cloak. The lasting impression made on Drinkwater was a thin, hard mouth, then the barge was alongside Sandwich and Admiral Sir George Brydges Rodney was ascending the side of his flagship. A squeal of pipes, a roll of drums and a twinkle of light as the bayonets flashed to the present; at the main masthead the black ball broke out and revealed itself as the red cross of St George. At this sight the guns of the fleet roared out in salute.


Admiral Rodney had arrived to take command of the fleet.


A few minutes later Drinkwater hurled his grapnel at Sandwich’s mainchains. By good fortune it held first time and, to indifferent ceremonial, Captain Hope reported to his superior.







	Chapter Two

	January 1780






The Danish Brig




On New Year’s Day, 1780, Rodney’s armada was at sea. In addition to the scouting frigates and twenty-one line of battleships no less than three hundred merchantmen cleared the Channel that chill morning. In accordance with her instructions Cyclops was part of the escort attending the transports and so took no part in the action of 8th January.


A Spanish squadron of four frigates, two corvettes and the 64-gun ship Guipuscoaño was encountered off Cape Finisterre with a convoy of fifteen merchantmen. The entire force was surrounded and taken. Prize crews were put on board and the captured vessels escorted back to England by the Guipuscoaño, renamed Prince William in honour of the Duke of Clarence then a midshipman with the fleet. The captured vessels which contained victuals were retained to augment the supplies destined for Gibraltar.


As the concourse of ships plodded its slow way down the Iberian coast on the afternoon of the 15th, Drinkwater sat in the foretop of the Cyclops. It was his action station and he had come to regard it as something of his own domain, guarded as it was by its musket rests and a small swivel gun. Here he was free of the rank taint between decks, the bullying senselessness of Morris and here too, in the dog watches, he was able to learn some of the finer points of the seaman’s art from an able seaman named Tregembo.


Young Nathaniel was quick to learn and impressed most of his superiors with his eager enthusiasm to attempt any task. But on this afternoon he was enjoying a rest, soaking up the unaccustomed luxury of January sunshine. It seemed impossible that only a couple of months previously he had known nothing of this life. So packed with events and impressions had the period been that it seemed another lifetime in which he had bid his widowed mother and younger brother farewell. Now, he reflected with the beginnings of pride, he was part of the complex organisation that made Cyclops a man o’war.


Drinkwater gazed over the ship which creaked below him. He saw Captain Hope as an old, remote figure in stark contrast to his first lieutenant. The Honourable John Devaux was the third son of an earl, an aristocrat to his fingertips, albeit an impoverished one, and a Whig to boot. He and Hope were political opponents and Devaux’s haughty youth annoyed the captain. Henry Hope had been too long in the service to let it show too frequently since Devaux, with influence, was not to be antagonised. In truth, the younger man’s competence was never in doubt. Unlike many of his class he had taken an interest in the business of naval war which was motivated by more than an instinct for survival. Had his politics been different or the government Whig he might have been in Hope’s shoes and Hope in his. It was a fact both had the intelligence to acknowledge and though friction was never far from the surface it was always veiled.


As for Cyclops herself she had shaken down as well as any ship manned under the system of the press. Her crew had exercised at the great guns under their divisional officers and her signalling system had been sorely strained trying to maintain order amongst the unruly merchantmen but, by and large both captain and first lieutenant agreed, she would do. Hope had no illusions about glory so fanaticism was absent from his character. If his officers were able and his crew willing, he asked no more of them.


To Nathaniel Drinkwater dozing in his top Cyclops had become his only real world. His doubts had begun to evaporate under the influence of a change in the weather and youthful adaptability. He was slowly learning that the midshipmen’s berth was an environment in which it was just possible to exist. Although he loathed Morris and disliked several of the older members of his mess, the majority were pleasant enough boys. They got on well together bearing Morris’s bullying with fortitude and commiserating in their hatred of him.


Drinkwater regarded Lieutenant Devaux with awe and the old sailing master, Blackmore, whose duties included the instruction of the midshipmen in the rudiments of navigation, with the respect he might have felt for his father had the latter been living. The nearest he came to friendship was with the topman Tregembo who handled the foretop swivel gun in action. He proved an endless source of wisdom and information about the frigate and her minutiae. A Cornishman of uncertain age he had been caught with a dubious cargo in the fish-well of his father’s lugger off the Lizard by a revenue cutter. His father had offered the officers armed resistance and been hanged for his pains. As an act of clemency his son was given a lighter sentence which, the justices assured the court, would mitigate the grief felt by the wife of the dastardly smuggler: impressment. Tregembo had hardly stepped ashore since.


Drinkwater smiled to himself feeling, up here in his little kingdom, the self-satisfaction of youth seeping through him. Below on deck one bell rang through the ship. He was on watch in fifteen minutes. He rose and looked up.


Above him the topmast met the topgallant and at the upper hounds sat the lookout. A mood of devilment seized him; he would ascend to the hounds and from there slide down the backstay to the deck. The long descent would be an impressive demonstration of his proficiency as a seaman. He began to climb.


Casting his leg over the topgallant yard he joined the man on lookout. Far below him Cyclops rolled gently. His view of the deck was broken by the bellying sails and lent perspective by the diminishing rigging, each rope leading down to its respective belaying pin or eyebolt.


The seaman made shift for him and Drinkwater looked around. The blue circle of the sea was broken by some two hundred odd white specks as the armada sailed south. In that direction, below the horizon, the advanced frigates reconnoitred. Behind them in three divisions came the dark hulls of the ships of the line, a few of them wearing the yellow gunstrakes that would soon become uniform. In the centre of the middle column Sandwich carried Admiral Rodney, the man responsible for all this puissance. Behind the battleships a couple of cutters and a schooner, tenders to the fleet, followed like dogs in the wake of their master. Then in a great mass came the convoy of troopships, storeships, cargo vessels with an escort of four frigates and two sloops of war. Cyclops’s station on the inshore bow of the convoy made her the nearest frigate to the rear division of battleships and the most advanced ship of the convoy itself.


From his elevated position Drinkwater looked out to larboard. Eight or nine leagues distant, slightly dun coloured in the westering sun, the coast of Portugal was clearly visible. His eyes raked over the horizon casually and he was about to descend to the deck when his attention was caught by an irregularity. A small speck of white almost abeam of them was set against the backdrop of the coast. He nudged the seaman and pointed.


‘Sail, sir,’ the man responded matter-of-factly.


‘Yes – I’ll hail,’ then in as manly a voice as he could muster: ‘Deck there!’


Faintly the voice of Keene, the third lieutenant came back, ‘Aye, aye?’


‘Sail eight points to larboard!’ Drinkwater reached for the backstay and began his spectacular hand over hand descent. In the excitement of the strange sail nobody noticed him.


‘Signal from flag, sir,’ said Lieutenant Keene to Captain Hope as Drinkwater came aft.


‘Well?’


‘Our number. Chase.’


‘Acknowledge,’ said the Captain, ‘Mr Keene put the ship before the wind.’


Drinkwater assisted making up the answering signal as the lieutenant turned to bellow orders through his speaking trumpet. Bosun’s mates chivvied the people and the helm was put up. Cyclops swung to the east, the braces rattling through the sheaves as the yards swung round.


‘All sail if you please Mr Keene.’


‘Aye, aye, sir!’ There was enthusiasm in the lieutenant’s voice and a ripple of excitement ran through the ship. Free of the constrictions necessary in keeping station the frigate spread her wings. Clew and bunt-lines were cast off the pins as the topmen spread out along the footropes loosening the canvas. As the master’s mates stationed at the bunt of each sail waved to the deck the order was given to sheet home. The topgallants billowed, collapsed and billowed again as the waisters tallied on to the halliards and the yards rose from the caps. Cyclops leaned to the increase of power, the hempen rigging drew tight and the vessel began to tremble gently as she gathered speed. The frigate surged through the dark Atlantic, the white vee of her wake creaming out from under her transom.


On deck the watch changed and the waist cleared as men, drawn on deck by the excitement, went below again.


Drinkwater found the captain staring at him. ‘Sir?’ he ventured.


‘Mr, er …’


‘Drinkwater, sir.’


‘Ahh. Mr Drinkwater take a glass to the foremasthead and see what you make of her. D’you think you can do that?’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’ Drinkwater took from a rack an exceedingly battered telescope which was provided by a generous Navy Board for the exclusive use of the ship’s ‘young gentlemen’. He started for the foremast rigging.


It was nearly a quarter of an hour before he returned to the deck. Aware that Hope was testing his ability he had waited until he had something positive to report.


He touched his hat to the captain.


‘She’s a brig, sir. Not flying colours, sir.’


‘Very well, Mr Drinkwater.’


‘See her from the deck now, sir,’ drawled Devaux who had come up on deck.


The captain nodded. ‘Clear away the bow chasers, Mr Devaux …’


Drinkwater too could see the two masted vessel they were bearing down upon. He watched for the bright spot of colour that must surely appear soon to denote her nationality. A dozen other telescopes were endeavouring to glean the same information. A red speck rose to her peak, red with a white cross.


‘Danish!’ A dozen people snapped out simultaneously.


Cyclops tore down on her quarry and on a nod from Hope a gun barked from forward, its smoke rolling slowly ahead of the onrushing frigate.


A white spout rose ahead of the Danish ship. It was a cable short but it had the desired effect as the Dane backed his main topsail and hove to.


‘Mr Devaux, you’ll board.’


Orders flew. Where previously every idler in the ship had been intently watching the chase, chaos erupted. Out of this apparent disorder the main and forecourses rose in their bunt-lines and groups of organised men appeared to lower the lee quarter boat as Cyclops turned to back her main topsail.


Devaux shouted more orders and Drinkwater heard his own name in the confusion.


‘Get in that boat, cully!’ roared the first lieutenant and Nathaniel ran to the waist where a net had been flung over the side. The boat’s crew were aboard but extra seamen armed with cutlasses were swarming down into her. Drinkwater cocked a foot over the rail, caught the leg of his trousers on a belaying pin and heard the fabric rip. But this time it did not seem to matter.


He scrambled down into the boat. To his surprise Devaux was already there, still shouting.


‘Where in God’s name is Wheeler?’ he roared at nobody in particular. Then as the red-coated marine lieutenant and six of his men clumsily descended the netting, their Tower muskets tangling in the cordage, ‘Come on you bloody lobsters!’ Devaux yelled to the appreciative grins of the seamen. Lieutenant Wheeler resented the insult to his service, but he was unable to retaliate due to his preoccupation with getting himself and his hanger into the boat without a total loss of dignity.


‘Shove off! Out oars! Give way together and put your backs into it!’


The big boat drove forward and Devaux pushed the tiller into Drinkwater’s hand.


‘Take her alongside his lee side and keep her there.’ He turned to Wheeler, ‘She’s a neutral so don’t board unless you hear me shout.’ He raised his voice, ‘Bosun’s mate!’ The petty officer with the armed seamen stood up in the bow.


‘Sir?’


‘Make no attempt to board unless I need help – if I shout I want the whole bloody lot of you!’


The seamen grinned and fingered their blades. Minutes later Drinkwater’s cracking voice was bellowing ‘Oars! … Toss Oars! … Hook on!’ Lieutenant Devaux leapt for the Dane’s chains. For a second or two his elegant legs dangled incongruously, then he had hoisted himself to the deck of the brig.


The boat bounced up and down the side of the strange ship. Occasionally a towheaded face looked curiously overside at them. All in the boat were nervous. A few cannon balls dropped from the rail would plummet through the boat’s planking. It seemed to Drinkwater that the first lieutenant had been gone hours. He watched the rail advance and recede as the Atlantic shoved the boat up the Dane’s side then dropped her down again. He looked anxiously at Wheeler. The marine officer just smiled, Don’t worry, cully. When the Hon John is in trouble he’ll squeal.’


At last, to his infinite relief, Drinkwater saw Devaux’s legs swing over the rail. He heard the lieutenant’s suave voice, all trace of coarseness gone,


‘Yer servant ma’am,’ and the next instant he had tumbled into the boat. He grabbed the tiller from Drinkwater without ceremony.


‘Shove off! … Oars! … Give way together and pull you buggers!’ Devaux crouched in the stern, his body bent with urgency.


‘Pull! Pull! Pull like you’d pull a Frenchman off Yer mother!’ The men grinned at the obscenity. Devaux knew his business and the seamen bent their oar looms with effort, the blades sprang from the water and flew forward for the next stroke. Astern of them the Dane made sail. Once Devaux looked back and, following his gaze, Drinkwater made out a flash of colour where a woman waved.


‘Wheeler,’ said Devaux, ‘we’ve work to do.’ Quite deliberately Devaux told Wheeler the news. He knew the men within hearing would pass it on to the lower deck. Equally he knew Hope would not bother to do so, only a garbled version might reach the innermost recesses of Cyclops unless Devaux disseminated the information himself. These men could shortly be called upon to die and the first lieutenant sought to infect them with blood lust. He had seen what a fighting madness such enthusiasm could induce in British seamen and he knew Cyclops might need just such an infection in the coming hours.


‘That Dane has just sailed from Cadiz. The Dons are at sea, a fleet of ‘em. Bit of luck he was pro-British.’ He paused reflectively. ‘Married to an English girl. Damned handsome woman too …’ he grinned, the marines grinned too – the message was going home.


It was dark when Cyclops rejoined the fleet. A full moon enabled Hope to take her in amongst the concourse of ships to where the three horizontal lanterns in Sandwich’s rigging marked the presence of the Admiral.


Shortening sail the frigate sent a boat across and Devaux had reported to Rodney. The outcome of this momentous news was that

Cyclops had been ordered to make sail and warn the advance frigates. The fleet had shortened sail at sunset to avoid dispersal and aid station keeping so that Cyclops soon drew ahead of the battleships, passing down the regular lines of massive sides which dwarfed the swifter frigate as they lumbered along, creaking in the moonlight.


At dawn Cyclops was in sight of the frigates. Astern of her the fleet’s topsails were just visible with one ship, the two decked seventy-four-gun Bedford, crowding on sail to come up with the cruisers.


Hampered by the poor signalling code in use Hope had difficulty in conveying the meaning of his message to the more distant frigates. By a happy coincidence, however, he chose ‘Clear for action’ and two hours later Bedford came up flying the same signal, her two lines of gun muzzles already visible, for Rodney had thrown out the order to his fleet at dawn.


At the first beat of the marine drummer’s sticks Drinkwater had sensed the tension in Cyclops. He raced for his station in the foretop where the swivel was loaded and primed. But there was no occasion for haste. All morning the British stood at action stations without any sign of the enemy. During the forenoon division after division of the fleet had altered course to the south east, rounding the pink cliffs of Cape Saint Vincent and heading for the Straits of Gibraltar. At noon half of Cyclops’s company stood down for a meal of beer, flip and biscuit.


After a hasty meal Drinkwater, eager not to miss a moment of what popular comment was saying would be a fleet action, returned to the foretop. He looked around him. The frigates had drawn back on the main body and Bedford had come up to occupy the inshore station.


In the foretop his men had loaded their muskets. Tregembo was musingly caressing the toy swivel gun. Astern in the main top Morris’s blue coat could clearly be seen. He was bending over a young Devon seaman whose good looks had excited some crude jibes from his messmates. Drinkwater could not quite identify the feeling engendered by the sight of Morris thus engaged beyond the fact that it was vaguely disquieting. He was still a comparative innocent to the perversions of humanity.


Astern of Morris Sergeant Hagan commanded the mizzen top and its marine sharpshooters. Their scarlet coats were a splash of vivid colour against the black hemp rigging that almost obscured the view. Looking down Nathaniel had an unimpeded view of the quarterdeck as, cleared for action, the maincourse and cross-jack were clewed up.


He saw Captain Hope and Lieutenant Devaux there with the old sailing master standing by the quartermaster and helmsmen. A gaggle of midshipmen and master’s mates were also in attendance to run messages and transmit signals. But as well as blue there was scarlet aft. Wheeler, resplendent in his brilliant coat, crimson sash and the glittering gorget of a military officer had his hanger drawn. He carried it negligently in the crook of his arm but the flash of its blade was a wicked reminder of death. It was very different from the ash single stick Drinkwater had thrust and parried with at home. He had not much considered death or the possibility of dying. Falling from the rigging had at first terrified him but he had overcome that. But supposing a mast, the foremast perhaps, was shot away? He looked down again to where nets were stretched above the deck to keep falling spars and rigging off the guns’ crews toiling below. At the moment those gun crews were lazing around their pieces. Just visible to Nathaniel, below him on the main deck, beneath the gratings the second and third lieutenants conferred with one another on the frigate’s centreline. Their demeanour was studiously casual as they waited to command their batteries.


Apart from the creaking of the ship’s fabric, the passage of the wind and the noise of her bow wave, Cyclops was a silent thing. Upwards of two hundred and fifty men waited expectantly, as did the crews of all the fleet.


At one o’clock in the afternoon Bedford fired a gun, signalled Sandwich and let fly her topsail sheets. For those too distant to see the signal the flutter of her topsails was a time honoured indication of the presence of an enemy fleet in sight.


‘Wind’s getting up,’ said Tregembo to no one in particular but breaking the silence in the foretop.







	Chapter Three

	January 1780






The Moonlight Battle




The battle that followed was one of the most dramatic ever fought by the Royal Navy. The waters over which the opposing fleets contended were to be immortalised twenty-five years later when Nelson was to conquer and die off Cape Trafalgar, but the night action of the 16th/17th January 1780 was to be known by no geographical name.


In an age when admirals were absolutely bound, upon pain of death, to the tactical concept of the unbroken line ranged against that of the enemy, Rodney’s unleasing of his ships was an innovation of the utmost importance, and the manner of its doing in that wild Moonlight Battle was an act of daring unsurpassed by sailing warships in such large numbers.


Tregembo had been right. An hour after Bedford’s sighting of eleven Spanish battleships and two frigates the sky had clouded over. The wind backed westerly and began to freshen.


At Bedford’s signal Rodney had thrown out the ‘General Chase’ to his warships. Each captain now sought to out-do the rest and the vessels fitted with the new copper bottoms forged ahead. The two-deckers Defence, Resolution and Edgar began taking the lead. Officers anxiously checked their gear as captains, reckless as schoolboys, held on to sail. Still the wind rose. Telescopes trained with equal anxiety on the Spaniards who, faced with such overwhelming odds, turned away to leeward and the shelter of Cadiz.


Seeing the retrograde movement Rodney signalled his ships to engage from leeward, thereby conveying to his captains the tactical concept of overhauling the enemy and interposing themselves between the Spanish and safety.


It had become a race.


As the British ships tore forward dead before the wind, puffs of smoke appeared from their fo’c’s’les as gunners tried ranging shots. At first the plumes of water, difficult to see among breaking wave crests, were a long way astern of the Spaniards. But slowly, as the minutes ran into an hour, they got nearer.


Aboard Cyclops Devaux stood poised on the fo’c’s’le glass to eye as the frigate’s long nine-pounders barked at the enemy as she lifted her bow. Almost directly above Drinkwater watched eagerly. His inexperienced eyes missed the fall of shot but the excitement of the scene riveted his attention. Cyclops trembled with the thrill of the chase and giving expression to the corporate feeling of the ship, O’Malley, the mad Irish cook, sat cross-legged on the capstan top scraping his fiddle. The insane jig was mixed with the hiss and splash of the sea around them and the moan of the gale as it strummed the hempen rigging.


Captain Hope had taken Cyclops across the slower Bedford’s bows and was heading for the northernmost Spaniard, a frigate of almost equal size. To the south of their quarry the high stern of the Spanish line of battleships stretched in a ragged line, the second frigate hidden behind them to the east.


A sudden column of white rose close to the Cyclops’s plunging bowsprit. Drinkwater looked up. Held under the galleries of a Spanish two-decker by the following wind a puff of white smoke lingered.


Tregembo swore. ‘That’s good shooting for Dagoes,’ he said. It was only then that Drinkwater realised he was under fire.


As Cyclops crossed the stern of the two-decker in chase of the frigate the battleships had tried a ranging shot. Suddenly there was a rush of air and the sound of two corks being drawn from bottles. Looking up Drinkwater saw a hole in the fore-topsail and another in the main. It was uncomfortably close. As their sterns rose to the following seas the Spaniards were firing at the oncoming British silhouetted against the setting sun.


Drinkwater shivered. The brief winter warmth was gone and the fresh breeze had become a gale. He looked again at the Spanish fleet. They were appreciably nearer. Then he saw two plumes of white rise under the Spaniard’s quarter. Their own guns were silent. He looked interrogatively at Tregembo.


‘What the …?’ Then the seaman pointed.


To starboard, hidden from the huddling midshipman by the mast, Resolution, a newly coppered seventy-four, was passing the frigate. Conditions now favoured the heavier ships. Resolution was overhauling the Spaniards rapidly and beyond her Edgar and Defence were bearing down on the enemy. Before the sun set behind a bank of cloud its final rays picked out the Resolution.


The almost horizontal light accentuated every detail of the scene. The sea, piling up from the west, its shadowed surfaces a deep indigo, constantly moving and flashing golden where it caught the sun, seemed to render the warship on it a thing of stillness. The Resolution’s hull was dark with the menace of her larboard batteries as she passed scarcely two cables from Cyclops. Her sails drew out, pulling the great vessel along, transmitting their power down through the masts and rigging until the giant oak hull with its weight of artillery and 750 men made ten knots through the water.


Drinkwater could see the heads of her upper-deck gunners and a line of red and silver marines on the poop. At her stern and peak battle ensigns stood out, pointing accusingly at the enemy ahead. Her bow chasers barked again. This time there was no white column. Devaux’s glass swung round. ‘She’s hit ‘em, by God!’ he shouted.


Somebody on the fo’c’s’le cheered. He was joined by another as Cyclops’s crew roared their approval at the sight of Resolution sailing into battle. Drinkwater found himself cheering wildly with the other men in the top. Tears poured down Tregembo’s cheeks. The bastards, the fucking bastards …’ he sobbed. Drinkwater was not sure who the bastards were, nor, at the time, did it seem to matter. It is doubtful if Tregembo himself knew. What he was expressing was his helplessness. The feeling of magnificent anger that overcame these men: the impressed, the drunkards, the gaol birds and the petty thieves. All the dregs of eighteenth-century society forced into a tiny hull and kept in order by a ruthless discipline, sailed into a storm of lead and iron death cheering. Stirring to their souls by emotions they could not understand or control, the sight of puissant Resolution had torn from their breasts the cheers of desperation. It is with such spontaneous inspiration that the makers of war have always gulled their warriors and transformed them into heroes. Thus did the glamour of action infect these men with the fighting anger that served their political masters supremely well.


Perhaps it was to the latter that the barely articulate Tregembo alluded.


‘Silence! Silence there!’ Hope was roaring from the quarterdeck and the cheering died as men grinned at one another, suddenly sheepish after the outburst of emotion.


Faintly across the intervening sea a cheer echoed from Resolution and Drinkwater realised Cyclops must appear similarly magnificent from the seventy-four. A shudder of pride and cold rippled his back.


Before darkness isolated the admiral from his ships Rodney threw out a final command to his captains: ‘Engage the enemy more closely.’ He thus encouraged them to press the enemy to the utmost degree. Both fleets were tearing down upon a lee shore with off-lying shoals. By five o’clock it was nearly dark. The wind had risen to a gale and gloomy clouds raced across the sky. But the moon was rising, a full yellow moon that shone forth from between the racing scud, shedding a fitful light upon the baleful scene.


At sunset Resolution, Edgar and Defence had drawn level with the rearmost Spanish ships. Exchanging broadsides as they passed they kept on, heading the leeward enemy off from Cadiz.


‘Larboard battery make ready!’ The order rang out. Drinkwater transferred his attention to port as Cyclops was instantly transformed. The waiting was over, tension was released as gunners leapt to their pieces and the British frigate rode down the Spanish.


The enemy was close on Cyclops’s larboard bow. Below Drinkwater a chaser rang out and a hole appeared in the Spaniard’s main topsail.


Devaux ran aft along the larboard gangboard. He was yelling orders to the lieutenants on the gun-deck below. He joined Hope on the quarterdeck where the two men studied their enemy. At last the captain called one of the midshipmen over.


‘M’compliments to Lieutenant Keene, when his battery engages he is to cripple the rigging…’


The boy scrambled below. Hope wanted the Spaniard immobilised before both ships, distracted by the fury of battle, ran down to leeward where the low Spanish coast lay. Offshore the shoal of San Lucar waited for the oncoming ships of both nations.


‘Mr Blackmore,’ Hope called over the sailing master.


‘Sir?’


‘The San Lucar shoal, how far distant?’


‘Three or four leagues, sir,’ answered the old man after a moment’s consideration.


‘Very well. Post a mate forward on the fore t’gallant yard. I want to know the instant that shoal is sighted.’


A master’s mate went forward. On his way aloft he passed Drinkwater who stopped him with a question.


‘Old man’s worried about the shoals to looard,’ the mate informed him.


‘Oh!’ said Drinkwater looking ahead of the frigate. But all he could see was a tumbling waste of black and silver water as clouds crossed the moon, the spume smoking off the wave crests as they tumbled down wind.


A squealing of gun trucks told where the men of the larboard gun battery were hand-spiking their carriages round to bear on the enemy. The Spanish frigate was ahead of Cyclops but when the British ship drew abeam they would be about two cables distant.


‘Make ready!’


The order was passed along the dark gun-deck. In his foretop Drinkwater checked the swivel. Under the foot of the topsail he could see the high Spanish poop. Tregembo swung the swivel gun round and pointed it at where he judged the Spanish officers would be. The other seamen cocked their muskets and drew beads on the enemy’s mizen top where they knew Spanish soldiers would be aiming at their own officers.


The Spanish frigate was only two points forward of Cyclops’s beam. In the darkness of the gun-deck Lieutenant Keene, commanding the larboard battery of twelve-pounders, looked along the barrel of his aftermost gun. When it bore on the enemy’s stern his entire broadside would be aimed at the frigate.


A midshipman dodged up to him touching his hat. ‘Captain’s compliments, sir, and you may open fire when your guns bear.’ Keene acknowledged and looked along the deck. Accustomed to the gloom he could see the long line of cannon, lit here and there by lanterns. The men were crouched round their pieces tensely awaiting the order to open fire. The gun captains looked his way

expectantly, each grasping his linstock. Every gun was shotted canister on ball …


A ragged flash of fire flickered along the Spaniard’s side. The noise of the broadside was muted by the gale. Several balls thumped home into the hull, tearing off long oak splinters and sending them lancing down the crowded decks. A man screamed, another was lifted bodily from the deck and his bloodily pulped corpse smashed against a cannon breech.


Aloft holes appeared in the topgallant sails and the master’s mate astride the fore topgallant yard had his shoes ripped off by the passage of a ball. With a twang several ropes parted, the main royal yard, its sail furled, came down with a rush.


Orders were shouted at the topmen to secure the loose gear.


Meanwhile Keene still watched from his after gun-port. He could see nothing but sea and sky, the night filled with the raging of the gale and the responsive hiss of the sea.


Then the stern of the Spanish frigate plunged into view, dark and menacing; another ragged broadside rippled along her side. He stepped back and waited for the upward roll:


‘Fire!’







	Chapter Four

	January 1780






The Spanish Frigate




Frigates varied in size and design but basically they comprised a single gun-deck running the full length of the ship. In battle the temporary bulkheads providing the captain and officers’ accommodation were removed when the ship cleared for action. Above the gun-deck and running forward almost to the main mast was the quarterdeck from where the ship was conned. A few light cannon and anti-personnel weapons were situated here. At the bow a similar raised deck, or fo’c’s’le, extended aft round the base of the foremast. The fo’c’s’le and quarterdeck were connected along the ship’s side by wooden gangways which extended over that part of the gun-deck otherwise exposed and known as ‘the waist’. However the open space between the gangways was beamed in and supported chocks for the ship’s boats so that the ventilation that the opening was supposed to provide the gun-deck was, at best, poor.


When the larboard battery opened fire the confined space of the gun-deck became a cacophonous hell. The flashes of the guns alternately plunged the scene from brilliance to blackness. Despite the season of the year the seamen were soon running in sweat as they sponged, rammed and fired their brutish artillery. The concussion of the guns and rumbling of the trucks as they recoiled and were hauled forward again was deafening. The tight knots of men laboured round each gun, the lieutenants and master’s mates controlling their aim as they broke from broadsides to firing at will. Dashing about the sanded deck the little powder monkeys, scraps of under-nourished urchins, scrambled from the gloomier orlop deck below to where the gunner had retired in his felt slippers to preside over the alchemical mysteries of cartridge preparation.


At the companionways the marine sentries stood, bayonets fixed to their loaded muskets. They had orders to shoot any but approved messengers or stretcher parties on their way to the orlop. Panic and cowardice were thus nicely discouraged. The only way for a man to pass below was to be carried to Mr Surgeon Appleby and his mates who, like the gunner, held their own esoteric court in the frigate’s cockpit. Here the midshipmen’s chests became the ship’s operating theatre and covered with canvas provided Appleby with the table upon which he was free to butcher His Majesty’s subjects. A few feet above the septic stink of rat-infested bilges, in a foetid atmosphere lit by a few guttering oil lamps, the men of Sandwich’s navy came for succour and often breathed their last.


Cyclops fired seven broadsides before the two ships drew abeam. The Spaniards fired back with increasing irregularity as the dreadful precision of the British cannon smashed into their vessel’s fabric.


Even so they carried away Cyclops’s mizen mast above the upper hounds. More rigging parted and the main topsail, shot through in a dozen places, suddenly dissolved into a flapping, cracking mess of torn canvas as the gale finished the work the cannon balls had started.


Suddenly the two frigates were abeam, the sea rushing black between them. The moon appeared from behind the obscurity of a cloud. Details of the enemy stood out and etched themselves into Drinkwater’s brain. He could see men in the tops, officers on her quarterdeck and the activity of gun crews on the upper deck. A musket ball smacked into the mast above him, then another and another.


‘Fire!’ he yelled unnecessarily loudly at his topmen. Astern of him the main top loosed off, then Tregembo fired the swivel. Drinkwater saw the scatter of the langridge tearing up the Spaniard’s decks. He watched fascinated as a man, puppet-like in the bizarre light, fell jerking to the deck with a dark stain spreading round him. Someone lurched against Drinkwater and sat down against the mast. A black hole existed where the man’s right eye had been. Drinkwater caught his musket and sighted along it. He focussed on a shadowy figure reloading in the enemy’s main top. He did it as coolly as shooting at Barnet fair, squeezing the trigger. The flint sparked and the musket jerked against his shoulder. The man fell.


Tregembo had reloaded the swivel and the moon disappeared behind a cloud as it roared.


The concussion wave of a terrific explosion swept the two vessels, momentarily stopping the combatants. Away to the south six hundred men had ceased to exist as the seventy-gun San Domingo blew up, fire reaching her magazine and causing her disintegration.


The interruption of the explosion reminded them all of the other ships engaged to the southward. Drinkwater reloaded the musket. Enemy balls no longer whizzed round him. He looked up levelling the barrel. The Spanish frigate’s mainmast leaned drunkenly forward. Stays snapped and the great spars collapsed dragging the mizen topmast with it. Cyclops drew ahead.


Hope and Blackmore stared anxiously astern where the crippled Spaniard wallowed. Wreckage hung over her side as she swung to starboard. If the Spanish captain was quick he could rake Cyclops, his whole broadside pouring in through the latter’s wide stern and the shot travelling the length of the crowded decks.


It was every commander’s nightmare to be raked, especially from astern where the comparative fragility of the stern windows offered little resistance to the enemy shot. The wreckage over her side was drawing the Spaniard round. One of her larboard guns fired and splinters shot up from Cyclops’s quarter. Certainly someone appreciated the opportunity.


Cyclops’s helm was put down in an attempt to bring Cyclops on a parallel course but the spanker burst as the Spaniard fired, then the mizen topmast went and Cyclops lost the necessary leverage to force her stern round.


It was a ragged broadside compared with that of the British but its effects were no less lethal. Although nearly a quarter of a mile distant, the damaged enemy had fought back with devastating success. As Captain Hope surveyed the damage with Devaux a voice hailed them:


‘Deck there! Breakers on the lee bow!’


Although the British frigate had started her turn the loss of her after sails deprived her of manoeuvrability. There were anxious faces on the quarterdeck.


The officers looked aloft. The lower mizen mast still stood, broken off some six feet above the top. The wreckage was hanging over the larboard side, dragging the frigate back that way while the gale in the forward sails still drove the ship inexorably downwind to where the San Lucar shoal awaited them. Axes were already at work clearing the raffle.


Hope saw a chance and ordered the helm hard over to continue the swing to port. Devaux looked forward and then at the captain.


‘Set the cro’jack, bend on a new spanker and get the fore tops’l clewed up!’ The captain snapped at him. The first lieutenant ran forward screaming for topmen, anyone, pulling the upperdeck gun crews from their pieces, thrusting bosun’s mates here and there …


Men raced for the rigging … disappeared below, hurrying and scurrying under the first lieutenant’s hysterical direction.


‘Wheeler, get your lobsters to brace the cro’jack yard!’


‘Aye, aye, sir!’


Wheeler’s booted men stomped away with the mizen braces as the topmen shook out the sail. A master’s mate unmade the weather sheet, he was joined by another, they both hauled as two or three seamen under a bosun’s mate loosed the clew and bunt-lines. The great sail exploded white in the moonlight, flogging in the gale; then it drew taut and Cyclops began to swing.


Still in his top Drinkwater could see the shoal now, a line of grey ahead of them perhaps four or five miles away. He became aware of a voice hailing him.


‘Foretop there!’


‘Aye sir?’ he looked over the edge at the first lieutenant staring up at him.


‘Aloft and furl that tops’l!’


Drinkwater started up. The fore topsail was already losing its power as the sheets slackened and the clew and bunt-lines drew it up to the yard. It was flogging madly, the trembling mast attesting to the fact that many of its stays must have been shot away.


Tregembo was already in the rigging as Drinkwater forsook the familiar top. He was lightheaded with the insane excitement of the night. When they had finished battling with the sail Drinkwater lay over the yard exhausted with hunger and cold. He looked to starboard. The white line on the bank seemed very near now and Cyclops was rolling as the swell built up in the shoaling water. But she was reaching now, sailing across the wind and roughly parallel with the shoal. She would still make leeway but she was no longer running directly on to the bank.


To the south and west dark shapes and flashes told of where the two fleets did battle. Nearer, and to larboard now, the Spanish frigate wallowed, beam on to wind and sea and rolling down on to the shoal.


Drawn from the gun-deck a party of powder-blackened and exhausted men toiled to get the spare spanker on deck. The long sausage of hard canvas snaked out of the tiers and on to the deck. Thirteen minutes later the new sail rose on the undamaged spars.


Cyclops was once more under control. The cross-jack was furled and the headsail sheets slackened. Again her bowsprit turned towards the shoal as Hope anxiously wore ship to bring her on to the starboard tack, heading where the Spanish frigate still wallowed helplessly.


The British frigate paid off before the wind. Then her bowsprit swung away from the shoal. The wind came over the starboard quarter … then the beam. The yards were hauled round, the head-sail sheets hardened in. The wind howled over the starboard bow, stronger now they were heading into it. Cyclops plunged into a sea and a shower of stinging spray swept aft. Half naked gunners scurried away below to tend their cannon.


Hope gave orders to re-engage as Cyclops bore down on her adversary, slowly drawing the crippled Spaniard under her lee.


Cyclops’s guns rolled again and the Spaniard fired back.


Devaux was shouting at Blackmore above the crash of the guns. ‘Why don’t he anchor, Master?’


‘And have us reach up and down ahead of him raking him?’ scoffed the older man.


‘What else can he do? Besides there’s a limit to how long we can hang on here. What we want is offing …’


Hope heard him. Released from the tension of immediate danger now his command was again under control, the conversation irritated him.


‘I’ll trouble you to fight the ship, Mr Devaux, and leave the tactical decisions to me.’


Devaux was silent. He looked sullenly at the Spanish ship and was astonished at Hope’s next order: ‘Get a hawser through an after port, quickly man, quickly!’ At first Devaux was uncomprehending then the moon broke forth again and the lieutenant followed Hope’s pointing arm, ‘Look man, look!’


The red and gold of Castile was absent from the stern. The Spanish frigate had struck.


‘Cease fire! Cease fire!’


Cyclops’s guns fell silent as she plunged past the enemy, the exhausted gunners collapsing with their exertions. But Devaux, all thoughts of arguing dispelled by the turn of events, was once more amongst them, rousing them to further efforts. Devaux shouted orders, bosun’s mates swung their starters and the realisation of the Spanish surrender swept the ship in a flash. Fatigue vanished in a trice for she was a war prize if they could save her from going ashore on the San Lucar shoal.


Even the aristocratic Devaux did not despise his captain’s avarice. The chance of augmenting his paltry patrimony would be eagerly seized upon. He found himself hoping Cyclops had not done too much damage …


On the quarterdeck Captain Hope was enduring the master’s objections. The only person on board who could legitimately contest the captain’s decisions, from the navigational point of view, Blackmore vigorously protested the inadvisability of taking

Cyclops to leeward again to tow off a frigate no more than half a league from a dangerous shoal.


But the exertions of the night affected men differently. As Blackmore turned away in defeat Hope saw his last opportunity. Shedding years at the prospect of such a prize his caution fell a prey to temptation. After a life spent in a Service which had consistently robbed him of a reputation for dash or glamour, fate was holding out a fiscal prize of enormous magnitude. All he had to do was apply some of the expertise that his years of seagoing had given him.


‘Wear ship, Mr Blackmore.’


The captain turned and bumped into a slim figure hurrying aft.


‘B … Beg pardon sir.’


Drinkwater had descended from the foretop. He touched his hat to the captain.


‘Well?’


‘Shoal’s a mile to leeward, sir.’ For a minute Hope studied the young face: he showed promise.


‘Thank you, Mr, er …’


‘Drinkwater, sir.’


‘Quite so. Remain with me; my messenger’s gone …’ The captain indicated the remains of his twelve-year-old midshipman messenger. The sight of the small, broken body made Drinkwater feel very light headed. He was cold and very hungry. He was aware that the frigate was manoeuvring close to the crippled Spaniard, paying off downwind …


‘First lieutenant’s on the gun-deck, see how long he’ll be.’ Uncomprehending the midshipman hurried off. Below the shadowy scene in the gun-deck was ordered. A hundred gunners lugged a huge rope aft. Drinkwater discovered the first lieutenant right aft and passed the message. Devaux grunted and then, over his shoulder ordered, ‘Follow me.’ They both ran back to the quarterdeck.


‘Nearly ready, sir,’ said Devaux striding past the captain to the taffrail. He lugged out his hanger and cut the log ship from its line and called Drinkwater.


‘Coil that for heaving, young shaver.’ He indicated the long log line coiled in its basket. For an instant the boy stood uncertainly then, recollecting the way Tregembo had taught him he began to coil the line.


Devaux was bustling round a party of sailors bringing a coil of four-inch rope aft. He hung over the taffrail, dangling one end and shouting at someone below. Eventually the end was caught; drawn inboard and secured to the heavy cable. Devaux stood upright and one of the seamen took the log line and secured it to the four-inch rope.


Devaux seemed satisfied. ‘Banyard,’ he said to the seaman. ‘Heave that at the Spaniard when I give the word.’


Cyclops was closing the crippled frigate. She seemed impossibly large as the two ships closed, the rise and fall between them fifteen to twenty feet.


The two ships were very close now. The Spaniard’s bowsprit rose and fell, raking aft along Cyclops’s side. Figures were visible on her fo’c’s’le as the bowsprit jutted menacingly over the knot of figures at the after end of

Cyclops. If it ripped the spanker Cyclops was doomed since she would again become unmanageable, falling off before the gale. The spar rose again then fell as the frigate wallowed in a trough. It hit Cyclops’s taffrail, caught for an instant then tore free with a splintering of wood. At a signal from Devaux Banyard’s line snaked dextrously out to tangle at the gammoning of the bowsprit dipping towards the British stern.


‘Come on, boy!’ shouted Devaux. In an instant he had leapt up and caught the spar, heaving himself over it, legs kicking out behind him. Without thinking, impelled by the force of the first lieutenant’s determination Drinkwater had followed. Below them Cyclops dropped away and was past.


The wind tore at Drinkwater’s coat tails as he cautiously followed Devaux aft along the spar. The dangling raffle of gear afforded plenty of handholds and it was not long before he stood with his superior on the Spanish forecastle.


A resplendently attired officer was footing a bow at Devaux and proferring his sword. Devaux, impatient at the inactivity of the Spaniards, ignored him. He made signs at the officer who had first secured the heaving line and a party of seamen were soon heaving in the four-inch rope. The moon emerged again and Devaux turned to Drinkwater. He nodded at the insistently bobbing Spaniard.


‘For God’s sake take it. Then return it - we need their help.’


Nathaniel Drinkwater thus received the surrender of the thirty-eight gun frigate Santa Teresa. He managed a clumsy bow on the plunging deck and as graciously as he knew how, aware of his own gawkiness, he handed the weapon back. The moonlight shone keenly on the straight Toledo blade.


Devaux was shouting again: ‘Men! Men! Hombres! Hombres!’ The four-inch had arrived on board and the weight of the big hawser was already on it. Gesticulating wildly and miming with his body Devaux urged the defeated Spaniards to strenuous activity. He pointed to leeward. ‘Muerto! Muerto!’


They understood.


To windward Hope was tacking Cyclops. It was vital that Devaux secured the tow in seconds. The four-inch snaked in. Then it snagged. The big ten-inch rope coming out of the water had caught on something under Santa Teresa’s bow.


‘Heave!’ screamed Devaux, beside himself with excitement. Cyclops would feel the drag of that rope. She might fail to pay off on the starboard tack …


Suddenly it came aboard with a rush. The floating hemp rose on a wave and swept aboard as Santa Teresa’s bow fell into a steep trough.


Drinkwater was astonished. Where she had been rolling wildly the seas had been breaking harmlessly alongside. He sensed something was wrong. That sea had broken over them. He looked around. The sea was white in the moonlight and breaking as on a beach. They were in the breakers of the San Lucar shoal. Above the howl of the wind and the screaming of the Spanish officers the thunder of the Atlantic flinging itself on to the bank was a deep and terrifying rumble.


Devaux sweated over the end of the ten-inch rope. ‘Get a gun fired quick!’


Drinkwater pointed to a cannon and mimed a ramming motion. ‘Bang!’ he shouted.


The sailors understood and a charge was quickly rammed home. Drinkwater grabbed the linstock and jerked it. It fired. He looked anxiously at Cyclops. Several Spaniards were staring fearfully to leeward. ‘Dios!’ said one, crossing himself. Others did the same.


Slowly Devaux breathed out. Cyclops had tacked successfully. The hemp rose from the water and took the strain. It creaked and Drinkwater looked to where Devaux had passed a turn round Santa Teresa’s fore mast and wracked lashings on it. More were being passed by the sailors. The Santa Teresa trembled. Men looked fearfully at each other. Was it the effect of the tow or had she struck the bottom?


Cyclops’s stern rose then plunged downwards. The rope was invisible in the darkness which had again engulfed them but it was secured and Santa Teresa began to turn into the wind. Very slowly Cyclops hauled her late adversary to the south-west, clawing a foot to windward for every yard she made to the south.


Devaux turned to the midshipman and clapped him on the back. His face broke into a boyish grin.


‘We’ve done it, cully, by God, we’ve done it!’


Drinkwater slid slowly to the deck, the complete oblivion of fatigue enveloping him.







	Chapter Five

	February–April 1780






The Evil that Men do …




Rodney’s fleet lay at anchor in Gibraltar Bay licking its wounds with a sense of satisfaction. The evidence of their victory was all about them, the Spanish warships wearing British colours over their own.


The battle had annihilated Don Juan de Langara’s squadron. Four battleships had struck by midnight. The Admiral in Fenix surrendered to Rodney but Sandwich had pressed on. At about 2 a.m. on the 17th she overhauled the smaller Monarcha and compelled her to strike her colours with one terrible broadside. By this time, as Cyclops struggled to secure Santa Teresa in tow, both fleets were in shoaling water. Two seventy-gun ships, the San Julian and San Eugenio, ran helplessly aground with terrible loss of life. The remainder, Spanish and British, managed to claw off to windward.


In the confusion of securing the prizes one Spanish battleship escaped as did the other frigate. With the exception of the

San Domingo and the escapees, De Langara’s squadron had fallen into Rodney’s hands. It was a bitter blow to Spanish naval pride, pride that had already suffered humiliation when late the previous year the treasure flota from the Indies had fallen to marauding British cruisers.


Now the great ships lay at anchor. Fenix was to become Gibraltar and others were to be bought into the British service. Their presence boosted the morale of General Elliott’s hard pressed garrison and forced the besiegers to stop and think. Behind the fleet the convoy had arrived safely and the military dined their naval colleagues. Midshipmen, however, at least those of Cyclops dined aboard, on hard tack, pease pudding and salt pork.


During her stay at Gibraltar Cyclops became a happy ship. She had come through a fleet action with distinction and the experience had united her crew into a true ship’s company. Her casualties had been light, four dead and twenty-one wounded, mostly by splinters or falling wreckage. Every morning as the hands turned up there was not a man among them who did not cast his eyes in the direction of the Santa Teresa. The Spanish frigate was their own, special badge of honour.


The men worked enthusiastically repairing the damage to Cyclops. It was a task that fascinated Drinkwater. The elements of seamanship he already knew were augmented by the higher technicalities of masting and rigging and when Lieutenant Devaux turned his attention to the Santa Teresa his knowledge was further increased. The first lieutenant had taken a liking to Drinkwater after their sojourn together on the captured frigate. Revived from his faint Devaux had found him an eager and intelligent pupil once his stomach had been filled.


Cyclops’s crew spared no effort to efface as much of the damage their own cannon had done to the Santa Teresa so that the frigate presented as good an appearance as possible to the prize court. Presided over by Adam Duncan, Rodney’s Vice-Admiral, this august body was holding preliminary hearings into the condition of the fleet’s prizes before despatching those suitable back to England. Once this intelligence had been passed to the hands they worked with a ferocious energy.


The intensive employment of Cyclops’s crew meant that the midshipmen were often absent and rarely all on board at the same time. For the first time Drinkwater felt comparatively free of the influence of Morris. Occupied as they all were there was little opportunity for the senior midshipman to bully his hapless juniors. The anticipation of vast sums of prize money induced a euphoria in all minds and even the twisted Morris felt something of this corporate elevation.


Then, for Drinkwater, all this contentment ended.


Cyclops had lain in Gibraltar Bay for eleven days. The repairs were completed and work was almost finished aboard the Santa Teresa. Her spars were all prepared and it was time to send up her new topmasts. Devaux had taken almost the entire crews of Cyclops over to the Spaniard to make light of the hauling and heaving. Topmen and waisters, marines, gunners, fo’c’s’le men were all set to man the carefully arranged tackles and set up the rigging.


Captain Hope was ashore with Lieutenant Keene and only a handful of men under the master kept the deck. The remainder, off-duty men, slept or idled below. A drowsy atmosphere had settled over the frigate exemplified by Mr Blackmore and the surgeon, Appleby, who lounged on the quarterdeck, their energies spent by recent exertions.


Drinkwater had been sent with the launch to pass the convoy orders to a dozen transports in the outer bay. These ships were bound for Port Mahon and Cyclops would be escorting them.


As he returned to Cyclops he passed Santa Teresa. The sound of O’Malley’s fiddle floated over the calm water. Signs of activity were visible, the creak of tackles lifting heavy weights clearly audible as two spars rose up the newly erected masts. Drinkwater waved to Midshipman Beale as the launch swept round the frigate’s stern. The yellow and red of her superimposed ensign almost brushed the oarsmen as it drooped disconsolately under the British colour. Drinkwater brought the launch alongside the mainchains of Cyclops.


Mr Blackmore languidly acknowledged his report. Drinkwater went below. He had half expected to find Morris on deck, not wishing to encounter him in the cockpit. So intense was Drinkwater’s loathing of Morris that he would return to the deck rather than remain in his company below. There was something, something indefinable, about him that Nathaniel found distasteful without knowing what it was.


Between decks Cyclops was dim and almost silent. The creaking of her fabric went unnoticed by Drinkwater. A few men sat at the mess tables slung between the guns, lounging and talking. Some swung in hammocks and several watched Drinkwater with idle curiosity. Then one, a fox-faced man named Humphries, nudged his neighbour. A large topman turned round. Drinkwater scarcely noticed the malice that appeared in Threddle’s eyes.


He descended to the orlop and turned aft to where, screened off with canvas, the frigate’s ‘young gentlemen’ lived. Drinkwater was happily oblivious of the menace in the air. The foetid atmosphere of the orlop was dark; a darkness punctured by swinging lanterns suspended at intervals from the low deckhead which glowed dimly in the poor air. Drinkwater approached the canvas flap which answered the midshipmen for a door.


He was stopped in his tracks.


At first he was completely uncomprehending. Then the memory of similar, half-glimpsed, actions, and a pang of instinctive recognition in his own loins brought the realisation slamming home to him.


He felt sick.


Morris was naked from the waist down. The handsome young seaman from the main top was bent over a midshipman’s chest. There was little doubt what was happening.


For a few seconds Drinkwater was rooted to the spot, helplessly watching Morris’s breathless exertions. Then Drinkwater noticed the initials on the chest: ‘N.D.’ He turned and ran, stumbling along the orlop, desperate for the cool freshness of the upper deck.


He ran full-tilt into Threddle who hurled him back. Drinkwater staggered and, before he could recover, Threddle and Humphries were lugging him aft. Drinkwater struggled in pure terror at reentering his dismal quarters.


Threddle threw him forward and he fell on his back. For a minute he closed his eyes then a kick in the kidneys forced them open. A fully dressed Morris stood looking down at him. Threddle and Humphries were behind the midshipman. The handsome seaman had shrunk into a corner. He was crying.


‘What are we goin’ to do wiv ‘im, Mr Morris?’ asked Humphries his eyes glittering with possibilities. Morris looked at Drinkwater his own eyes veiled. He licked his lips considering the physical possibilities himself. Perhaps he read something in Drinkwater’s expression, perhaps his lusts were temporarily slaked or perhaps he feared the consequences of discovery. At last he came to his decision and bent over Nathaniel.


‘If,’ Morris laboured the word, ‘if you mention a word of this to anyone we will kill you. It will be easy – an accident. Do you understand that? Or perhaps you’d like friend Threddle here …’ the seaman shuffled forward eagerly, a hand passing to his belt, ‘… to show you what a buggering is?’


Drinkwater’s mouth was quite dry. He swallowed with difficulty.


‘I … I understand.’


‘Then get on deck where you belong, lickspittle.’


Drinkwater fled. The normality of the scene on deck shocked him profoundly. As he arrived in the waist Tregembo came up and gave him an odd look, but the midshipman was too terrified to notice.


‘Mr Blackmore wants you, sir,’ called Tregembo as he rushed past. Drinkwater went aft his heart thumping, doing his best to master his shaking limbs.


A week later Gibraltar was once more closely invested by the besieging Spanish. Rodney had sent the transports on to Minorca and the units of the Channel fleet back to home waters under Rear Admiral Digby. The empty transports had gone with them. His task fulfilled the Admiral sailed for the West Indies with reinforcements for that station.


It is 500 miles from Gibraltar to Port Mahon. The brief respite in the weather was over. A Lleventades blew in their teeth as Cyclops and her consort Meteor struggled to keep the transports and store-ships in order. The convoy beat to windward, tack upon weary tack. At first they kept well south avoiding the unfavourable current along the Spanish coast and the flyspeck island of Alboran but, having made sufficient easting, they held to a more northerly course until they raised the high, snow-capped peaks of the Sierra Nevadas and could weather Cape da Gata. With more sea room the convoy spread out and the escorts had even more trouble shepherding their charges.


The weather worsened. Cyclops was a misery. Damp permeated every corner of the ship. Fungi grew in wet places. The companion-ways were battened down and the closed gunports leaked water so that the bilges required constant pumping. The lack of ventilation between decks filled the living spaces with a foul miasma that made men gasp as they came below. Watch relieved watch, four hours on, four off. The galley fire went out and only the daily grog ration kept the men going, that and fear of the lash. Even so tempers flared, fights occurred and men’s names were listed in the punishment book.


Things did not improve when Meteor signalled that she would keep the convoy company in Port Mahon while Cyclops cruised offshore and waited for the ships to discharge. Meteor’s captain, though half the age of Hope, was the senior. He was known to have a weakness for good wine, dark-haired women and the tables. It was Meteor therefore that secured to a buoy in the Lazaretto Reach and Cyclops that stood on and off the coast, hard-reefed and half-hearted in her lookout for Spanish cruisers.


The fourth day after they had seen the convoy safe into Mahon Humphries went overboard. No one saw it happen, he just failed to answer the muster and a search of the ship revealed nothing. When he heard the news Drinkwater was suddenly afraid. Morris shot him a malignant glance.


On the seventh day the weather began to moderate, but the ocean with typical perversity, sent one misery to succeed the last. Towards evening the wind fell away altogether and left Cyclops rolling viciously in a cross sea, a swell rolling up from the south east.


So chaos remained to plague the frigate and filled Midshipman Drinkwater’s cup of misery to overflowing. Somehow the happiness he had felt in Gibraltar seemed unreal, a false emotion with no substance. He felt his own ingenuous naivety had betrayed him. The ugliness of Morris and his perverted circle of lower deck cronies seemed to infect the ship like the dampness and the rank stink. Indeed it so associated itself in his mind with the smell of malodorous bodies in cramped, unventilated spaces that he could never afterwards sense the taint in his nostrils without the image of Morris swimming into his mind. It had a name this thing; Morris had used it with pride. The very recollection made Drinkwater sweat. He began to see signs of it everywhere though in truth there were about a dozen men in Cyclops’s crew of over two hundred and sixty who were homosexual. But to Drinkwater, himself in the fever of adolescence, they posed a threat that was lent substance by the continuing tyranny of Morris and the knowledge that Morris possessed henchmen in the form of the physically heavyweight Threddle and his cronies.


Drinkwater began to live in a cocoon of fear. He wrestled unresolvedly with the possession of knowledge he longed to share.


Free of the disturbances of bad weather at last Cyclops cruised a week in pleasant circumstances. Light to fresh breezes and warmer winds took March into April. The frigate smelt sweeter between decks as fresh air blew through the living spaces. Vinegar wash was applied liberally and Devaux had the waisters and landsmen painting and varnishing until the waterways gleamed crimson, the quarterdeck panelling glistened and the brasswork sparkled in the spring sunshine.


On the last Sunday in March, instead of the Anglican service, Captain Hope had read the Articles of War. Drinkwater stood with the other midshipmen as Hope intoned the grim catechism of Admiralty. He felt himself flush, ashamed at his own weakness as Hope read the 29th Article: ‘If any person in the Fleet shall commit the unnatural and detestable crime of buggery or sodomy with man or beast he shall be punished with death …’


He bit his lip and with an effort mastered the visceral fear he felt, but he still avoided the eyes of those he knew were staring at him.


After the solemnly oppressive reminder of the Captain’s power the hands had been made to witness punishment. In the recent bad weather two men had been persistent offenders. Hope was not a vicious commander and Devaux, with a simple aristocratic faith in being obeyed, never pressed for strict action, infinitely preferring the indolence of inaction. He was content that the bosun’s mates kept Cyclops’s people at their duty. But these two men had developed a vendetta and neither captain nor first lieutenant could afford to stand for that.


A drum rolled and the marines stamped to attention as a grating was triced up in the main rigging. A man was called out. Before passing sentence Hope had endeavoured to discover the source of the trouble but to no avail. The lower deck kept its own counsel and guarded its own secrets. The man came forward to where two bosun’s mates grabbed him and lashed his wrists to the grating. A piece of leather was jammed into his mouth to prevent him from biting through his own tongue. It was Tregembo.


The drum rolled and a third bosun’s mate wielded the supple cat o’nine tails and laid on the first dozen. He was relieved for the second and his relief for the third. After a bucket of water had been thrown over the wretched prisoner’s body he was cut down.


With difficulty Tregembo staggered back to his place among the sullen hands. The second man was led out. Threddle’s powerful back testified to previous punishment but he bore his three dozen as bravely as Tregembo. When he too was cut down he stood unsupported, his eyes glittering with tears and fierce hatred. He looked directly at Drinkwater.


The midshipman had become inured to the brutality of these public floggings; in some curious way the spectacle affected him far less than the sonorous intonation of that 29th Article of War.


Like many of the officers and men he managed to think of something else, to concentrate on the way the row of fire buckets, each with its elaborately painted royal cipher, swung to the motion of the ship. He found the device reassuring, helping him to master himself after the disquiet of that uncompromising sentence. It was thus disarmed that Threddle caught his eye.


Drinkwater felt the occult force of loathing hit him with near physical impact. The midshipman was certain that he was in some strange way connected with the animosity that existed between these two men that had broken out in persistent and disruptive fighting. It was only with difficulty that Drinkwater prevented himself from fainting. One seaman did. It was the handsome young topman who had been Morris’s pathic.


Later in the day Drinkwater passed close to Tregembo as the man worked painfully at a splice.


‘I am sorry you were flogged, Tregembo,’ he said quietly.


The man looked up. Beads of sweat stood out on his brow, evidence of the agony of working with a back lashed to a bloody ruin.


‘You don’ have to worry, zur,’ he replied. Then he added as an afterthought, ‘It shouldn’t have to come to that …’ Drinkwater passed on, musing on the man’s last, incomprehensible remark.


Later that night the wind freshened. At 4 a.m. Drinkwater was called to go on watch. Stumbling forward to the companionway he was aware that once more Cyclops was pitching and tossing. ‘They’ll shorten sail soon,’ he muttered to himself struggling into his tarpaulin as he emerged on deck. The night was black and chilly. A patter of spray came aboard, stinging his face. He relieved Beale who gave him a friendly grin.


At a quarter after four the order came to double reef the topsails. Drinkwater went aloft. He thought little of it now, nimbly working his way out to the place of honour at the yardarm. After ten minutes the huge sail was reduced and the men were making their way to the backstays, disappearing into the darkness as they returned to the deck. As he came in from the yardarm and transferred his weight to a backstay a hand gripped his wrist.


‘What the hell …?’ He nearly fell. Then a face appeared out of the windtorn blackness. It was the good-looking topman from the main top and there was a wild appeal in his eyes.


‘Sir! For Christ’s sake help me!’ Drinkwater, swaying a hundred feet above Cyclops’s heaving deck, yet felt revulsion at the man’s touch. But even in the gloom he saw the tears in the other’s eyes. He tried to withdraw his hand but his precarious situation prevented it.


‘I’m not one of them, sir, honest. They make me do it … they force me into it, sir. If I don’t they … kick me, sir …’


Drinkwater felt the nausea subside. ‘Kick you? What d’ye mean?’ he could hardly hear the man now as the wind whipped the shouted confidences away to leeward.


‘The bollocks, sir …’ he sobbed, ‘For Christ’s sake help me …’


The grip relaxed. Drinkwater tore himself away and descended to the deck. For the remainder of the watch as dawn lit the east and daylight spread over the sea he pondered the problem. He could see no solution. If he told an officer about Morris would he be believed? And it was a serious allegation. Had he not heard Captain Hope read the 29th Article of War? For the crime of sodomy the punishment was death … it was a serious, a terrible allegation to make against a man and Drinkwater quailed from the possibility of being instrumental in having a man hanged … and Morris was evil, of that he was certain, evil beyond his own perversion, for Morris was allied to the huge physical bulk of Able-Seaman Threddle and what would Threddle not stop at?


Drinkwater remained in an agony of fear for himself and helplessness at his inability to aid the topman. He felt he was failing his first test as an officer … Who could he turn to?


Then he remembered Tregembo’s remark. What was it he had said? He dredged the sentence out of the recesses of his memory: ‘It shouldn’t have to come to that.’ To what? What had Tregembo said before his final remark …


‘You don’t have to worry.’ That was it.


Meaning that he, Drinkwater, did not have to worry. But another doubt seized him. He had only expressed regret that the seaman

had been flogged for fighting. Then he realised the truth. Tregembo had been flogged for fighting Threddle and had said the midshipman did not have to worry. Tregembo must therefore know something of what had gone on. ‘It’ should not have to come to Drinkwater himself worrying? Would the lower deck carry out its own rough justice? Had it already passed sentence on and executed Humphries?


Then Drinkwater realised that he had known all along. Threddle’s eyes had blamed his flogging on Nathaniel and subconsciously Drinkwater had acknowledged his responsibility for Tregembo’s pain.


He resolved that he would consult Tregembo …


It was the second dog watch before he got Tregembo to one side on the pretext of overhauling the log for Mr Blackmore.


‘Tregembo,’ he began cautiously, ‘why did you fight Threddle?’ Tregembo was silent for a while. Then he sighed and said, ‘Now why would you’m be axing that, zur?’


Drinkwater took a deep breath. ‘Because if it was over what I believe it to have been then it touches the midshipmen as well as the lower deck …’ He watched Tregembo’s puzzled frown smooth out in comprehension.


‘I know, zur,’ he said quietly and, looking directly at Drinkwater, added ‘I saw what they’m did to you in Gib, zur …’ It was Tregembo’s turn to be embarrassed.


‘I kind of took to ’ee, zur,’ he flushed, then resumed with a candid simplicity, ‘that’s why I did fur ’Umphries.’


Drinkwater was shocked. ‘You murdered Humphries?’


‘’E slipped and I ’elped ’im a bit.’ Tregembo shrugged. ‘Off’n the jibboom, zur. ’E ent the fust,’ he said to alleviate Drinkwater’s obvious horror. The midshipman absorbed the knowledge slowly. The burden he had borne was doubled, not halved as he had hoped. The respect for the law engendered by his upbringing was suffering a further assault. Tregembo’s lawless, smuggling, devil-may-care attitude was a phenomenon new to him. His face betrayed his concern.


‘Doan ye worry yerself, Mr Drinkwater. We’re used to buggers and their ways. Most ships ’ave ’em but we doan like it when they doan keep it to ’emselves …’ He indicated the handsome seaman coiling a rope amidships. He looked up at them. There was appeal and desperation in his eyes, as though he knew the substance of a conversation taking place sixty feet away.


‘Yon Sharples is a good topm’n but ’e’s scared of ’em, see. I doan wonder if ye’d seen what they done to ’im …’ Tregembo reached into a pocket and slipped a quid of tobacco into his mouth.


“E won’t ‘ave owerlong to wait,’ he concluded ruminatively.


Drinkwater stared sharply at Tregembo. ‘The lower deck’ll look after its own, zur, but Mr Morris ’as a cockpit problem. Cockpits usually ’ave their own justice, zur.’ Tregembo paused sensing Drinkwater’s sense of physical inadequacy.


‘You’d easy outnumber ’im, zur, wouldn’t ’e?’


The log line was neatly coiled in its basket and Tregembo rose. He walked forward knuckling his forehead to the first lieutenant as he passed. Drinkwater remained aft at the taffrail staring astern unseeing. He felt no shame at the suggestion that he was alone unable to thrash Morris … yet it saddened him to think that Morris could terrorise not just him and his fellow midshipmen but the less fortunate Sharples … There was so much in the world that he did not comprehend, that was at variance with what the picture books and learning had given to his mind’s eye … perhaps … but no it was not possible …


He turned to walk forward. The whole of Cyclops lay before him. Devaux and Blackmore were at the foot of the mizen mast. The boom and spanker overhead. She was a thing of great beauty, this ship, this product of man’s ingenuity and resolve to conquer. For mankind went onwards, following an undirected destiny at no matter what cost to himself. And in the echo of that resolve, exemplified by the frigate, he cast about for the will to do what he thought was right.







	Chapter Six

	May 1780






Prize Money




His Britannic Majesty’s frigates Meteor and Cyclops saw their charges into Spithead in the last week of May 1780. News had just come in from the West Indies that Admiral Rodney had fought a fleet action with De Guichen off Martinique on 17th April. But the battle had not been decisive and there were disturbing rumours that Rodney was courtmartialling his captains for disobedience.


The news, though vital to the progress of the war, was of secondary importance to the ship’s company of Cyclops. All the weary voyage from the Mediterranean the ship had buzzed as every mess speculated on the likely value of the prize.


There was not a man in the entire crew who did not imagine himself in some state of luxury or gross debauch as a result of the purchase of Santa Teresa into the Royal Navy. For Henry Hope it meant security in old age; for Devaux the means of re-entering society and, hopefully, contracting an advantageous marriage. To men like Morris, Tregembo and O’Malley fantasies of splendid proportions rose in their imaginations as they prepared to make obeisance at the temples of Bacchus and Aphrodite.


But as the two frigates and their empty convoy sailed northward the initial excitement passed. Arguments broke out as to how much hard money was involved and, more important, how much each man would receive. Rumour, speculation and conjecture rippled through the ship like wind through standing corn. A chance remark made by an officer, overheard by a quartermaster and passed along the lower deck, sparked off fresh waves of debate based on no single thread of fact but by mountains of wishful thinking. Only the previous year frigates like Cyclops had taken the annual treasure fleet from the Spanish Indies. It had made their captains fabulously wealthy; even able-seamen had received the sum of £182. But it was not always visions of untold wealth that occupied the imaginations of her people. As the frigate drew north other rumours gained currency. Perhaps Santa Teresa had been retaken by the Spaniards who were once again besieging Gibraltar. Or sunk by shell-fire, or burned by fireships …


If the Spanish could not take her would they not have made an attempt to redress their honour by destroying at least some of the prizes in Gibraltar Bay?


Gloom spread throughout Cyclops and as the days passed the talk of prize money occurred less and less frequently. By the time Cyclops sighted the Lizard all discussions on the subject had become taboo. A strange superstition had seized the hands, including the officers. A feeling that if the subject were mentioned their greed would raise the ire of the fate that ruled their lives with such arbitrary harshness. No seaman, irrespective of his class or station, could admit the philosophical contention that Atropos, Lachesis or Clotho and their elemental agents acted with impartiality. His own experience continually proved the contrary.


Gales, battles, leaks, dismastings, disease and death; Acts of God, Acts of My Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty and all the other factors which combined to cause maritime discomfort, seemed to direct the whole weight of their malice at Jack Tar. Hardship was a necessary function of existence and the brief appearance of a golden ladder to a haven of wealth and ease became regarded with the deepest suspicion.


When Cyclops’s cable rumbled through the hawse and she brought up to her bower at Spithead no man dared mention Santa Teresa. But when the first lieutenant called away the captain’s gig there was not a soul on board whose heartbeat did not quicken.


Hope was absent from the ship for three hours.


Even when he returned to the boat lying at King’s Stairs the gig’s crew were unable to read anything from his facial expression. Drinkwater was coxswain of the gig and set himself the task of conning her through the maze of small craft that thronged Portsmouth Harbour. In fact Drinkwater had thought less than most about the prize money. Money was something he had no experience of. There had been enough, barely enough, in his home and his interest in his new profession had both prevented him from dwelling on the subject of poverty or from realising how little he had. As yet the disturbance of lust had been a confused experience in which the romantic concepts imparted by a rudimentary education were at sharp variance with the world he found around him. He had not yet realised the power of money to purchase pleasure and his adolescent view of the opposite sex was one of total ambivalence. Besides, whilst there were no other distractions, he found the business of a sea-officer vastly more interesting and he had changed significantly since his first boat trip on the waters of Spithead. Although he had added little to his girth and height his body had hardened. His muscles were lean and strong, his formerly delicate hands sinewy with hard labour. His features remained fine drawn but there was now a touch of firmness, of authority about the mouth that had banished the feminine cast to his face. A dark shadow was forcing him to shave occasionally and his former pallor was replaced by a weathered complexion.


There remained, however, the bright eagerness that had attracted Devaux’s notice so that he used Drinkwater when he wanted a difficult task undertaken by one of the ‘young gentlemen’. The first lieutenant had placed Drinkwater in a post of honour as coxswain of the captain’s gig. If he could afford no fancy ribbons about his boat’s crew at least Hope could have a keen young middy to swagger, dirk at his side, in the stern sheets.


Blackmore too considered the youth the aptest of his pupils and, had it not been for the spectre of Nemesis in the form of Morris, the approbation of his seniors would have brought the keenest pleasure to Nathaniel.


The gig danced over the water. Next to Drinkwater Hope sat in stony silence, digesting the facts that the admiral’s secretary had told him. Santa Teresa had been purchased as a prize. The court had been assembled under the authority of Rear-Admiral Kempenfelt whose purpose it was to examine the findings of Duncan’s preliminary hearing at Gibraltar. Kempenfelt and his prize court had decided that she was a very fine frigate indeed and had purchased her into the Service for the sum of £15,750. Captain Hope’s share would amount to £3,937. 10 shillings. After years of grinding service with little glory and no material rewards beyond a meagre and delayed salary, fate had smiled upon him. He could hardly believe his luck and regarded it with a seaman’s cynicism which accounted for his stony visage.


Drinkwater brought the gig alongside. Hope reached the deck and the pipes twittered in salute. Every man upon the upper deck ceased work to look at the captain for some sign of news of the Santa Teresa. All they perceived was a stony face.


So, they concluded, their worst fears were realised. Hope walked directly aft and disappeared. The eyes of the ship’s company followed the captain’s retreating back. One hundred and seventy-six men, just then occupied upon the upper deck of Cyclops were united in a moment of immobile, silent, bitter disappointment.


Some half-hour later Drinkwater was dispatched again in the gig. Instead of the captain the midshipman had orders to convey Mr Copping, the purser, ashore. Mr Copping imparted the intelligence that he was entrusted to buy some special provisions for the captain’s table that evening and that the captain was holding a dinner for his officers. He also handed Drinkwater a letter written in the old captain’s crabbed hand. The superscription was to ‘His Excellency Richard Kempenfelt, Rear-Admiral’. Drinkwater was to deliver it while the purser attended to his purchases.


Hope had invited all his officers, the master, gunner and the midshipmen. Appleby, the surgeon, was also present. They gathered noisily aft at three bells in the second dog watch with only the first lieutenant and Wheeler absent forming an honour guard to greet the Admiral.


When Hope had impulsively dashed off his invitation to Kempenfelt he was in boyish high spirits. He had suppressed his mirth as he snapped orders at Copping so that that individual had left his commander with the positive belief that the worst fears of the ship’s company were realised and had lost no time in sending word forward that further optimism was futile.


Hope saw the Admiral as the true author of his good fortune and in some way wished to acknowledge his gratitude. For Kempenfelt was a popular sea officer whose brilliance shone in an age when brains were not the qualification for flag rank. His innovations were admired throughout the fleet where thinking men discussed the handling of fleets under sail more than jobbery or place seeking. Kempenfelt was, perhaps, more than that to Hope. To the captain, whose post rank he owed to the political faction he despised, the Rear-Admiral was a respected figure, and in an age when lip service of the greatest extravagance disguised base motives, Hope wished to demonstrate honest, simple admiration.


But as his officers collected on the deck above, the captain had his private doubts. Midshipman Drinkwater had brought back the Admiral’s acceptance and he was beset by second thoughts. The prank he was playing on his own ship’s company was childish – but captains could indulge themselves to some extent with their own people; admirals were rather different. He was not sure now what Kempenfelt would think …


Above his head the buzz of speculative conversation came down the skylight. The officers might have got wind of the prize court’s decision; it was unlikely that they had not heard by now and were doubtless writing him off as an old fool. Hope flushed but recollected himself when he heard the note of resignation in the babble above. He listened more attentively. He heard the second lieutenant, Mr Price, his lilting Welsh voice vaguely angry, say ‘I told you so, eh Blackmore?’ Hope could imagine the old sailing master, called in as an ally in disappointment, a man so like himself that the captain could imagine the years of experience formulating a reply to Price.


‘That’s right, Mr Price, you’ll never see Jolly Jack make a brass farthing out of his business,’ the remark was made dully, authoritatively, an oft-uttered and oft-heard contention. Hope suddenly grinned – to hell with admirals! He had a surprise for Blackmore, a good surprise too, and of all his ship’s company he would be most pleased to see the white-haired master receive his share.


A knock came at the door. ‘Enter,’ Devaux stepped inside.


‘All ready sir, and the Admiral’s barge is in sight.’ The first lieutenant hesitated, wanting to say more. ‘Sir …?’


Hope enjoyed Devaux’s discomfort. So often the easy-mannered savoir faire of the man had irritated him. Assuredly this was Henry Hope’s day.


‘Yes, Mr Devaux?’


‘The … prize, sir?’


Hope looked up sharply – perhaps his little drama made him overreact but it had its effect on Devaux. The first lieutenant

jumped for the captain’s threshold like a chastened midshipman.


‘The prize, Mr Devaux, the prize …’ Hope managed a tone of outraged propriety, ‘don’t talk to me of prizes when there’s an Admiral to meet.’


Rear-Admiral Richard Kempenfelt greeted Captain Hope with a smile. He doffed his tricorne to Wheeler and his guard and nodded to Devaux. His eye rove over Cyclops and her company as Hope conducted him aft to where the now silent group of officers waited. Those who noticed such details watched their captain earnestly addressing the admiral. They might also have noticed the admiral’s smile broaden and crack open in a brief laugh. At the laugh Hope relaxed. It was going to be his day after all.


Hope introduced his officers, the warrant officers and midshipmen. Then Kempenfelt asked to be conducted round the ship.


‘I merely want to see something of Cyclops and the brave fellows who took that Spaniard.’


Someone in the waist raised a formal cheer for the Admiral. To Devaux’s ears its very half-heartedness was shameful. He did not notice Kempenfelt’s eyes twinkle with amusement.


After his brief tour of the frigate the admiral turned to Hope.


‘You’ve a damned taut ship, Captain Hope. We shall find work for you to do. In the mean time …’ he lowered his voice. Hope nodded and turned to Devaux. ‘Call all hands aft, Mr Devaux.’


There was a vast shuffling and scurrying to a twitter of pipes and a bellowing of orders. Red-coated marines stamped aft and gradually a sort of order fell on the ship. Kempenfelt stepped forward and addressed them.


‘D’you hear now my lads, Captain Hope has asked that I give ye all the news of your prize, the frigate Santa Teresa.’ He paused to watch the shuffle throughout the assembly. Expectancy, kindled in their faces by the presence of the admiral, now became a restless eagerness. The ragged line wavered.


‘You’ll be pleased to know she’s been purchased for …’ He tailed off as a buzz that swiftly became a hum broke out.


‘Silence there!’ yelled Devaux.


‘… she’s been purchased for 15,000 guineas sterling and you’ll all receive your due according to usage and custom.’ The admiral stepped back.


Devaux looked at Hope; he was smiling cherubically. Then, sensing the moment was right he called out:


‘Three cheers for the Admiral …’


It was no longer half-hearted. They heard the noise on Cerberus a mile away. As the cheering died down Hope announced to Devaux, ‘Mr Devaux, you may allow wives and sweethearts tomorrow, apparently the admiral’s office announced us a few days ago …’


Captain Hope was having his day. As he ushered the Admiral and his flag lieutenant into the cabin there were more cheers for the captain himself.


The dinner in Captain Hope’s cabin that evening was, as naval dinners went, unremarkable. But the setting sun laid a path of glittering gold from the horizon to the very stern windows of Cyclops and invested the scene with some of its magic. The excited babble of talk amongst the juniors present and the natural elation due to the unaccustomed wine and natural headiness of the occasion nevertheless lent to the proceedings a degree of memorability.


Copping had provided a banquet within the limits of his materials. If Kempenfelt was unimpressed by the cookery he did not show it and to the short-rationed midshipmen any meal of more than one course automatically assumed the dignity of haute cuisine.


Fortunately the Santa Teresa’s loot had yielded a sufficiency of both Oporto and Jerez wines which made up for the indifference of Hope’s claret. Some Havana cigars were also salved which, after the duff and capons had been consumed, filled the air with the aromatic luxury of their blue smoke.


A bare hour after they had sat down Drinkwater’s body was enjoying the pleasant sensations of a mild drugging. His stomach was distended to unusual proportions and his head just beginning to assume that lucid detachment from his limbs that is the pleasantest but also the briefest stage of drunkenness. As for his forgotten legs, they reclined as he had negligently left them before the increase in his cerebral concentration had drawn all the energy from them. He heard without fully comprehending the senior officers discussing Kempenfelt’s new code of signals. The admiral’s explanation of Rodney’s action off Martinique passed through his aural organs and left his brain to seize on and amplify certain graphic phrases that his overwrought imagination dwelt on.


Hope, Price, Keene, Devaux and Blackmore listened to the rear-admiral with professional deference, but to Drinkwater the splendid figure of Kempenfelt poured forth the very stuff of dreams.


After the loyal toast Kempenfelt proposed one to the Cyclops’s gallantry in the night action off Cadiz. In turn Hope toasted an admiral ‘without whose ratification their fortunes would have remained uncertain’. The admiral prodded his flag lieutenant and that worthy rose unsteadily and read a prepared statement toasting Lieutenant John Devaux and Midshipman Nathaniel Drinkwater for their bold action in boarding the prize and earning a special place in Hope’s report. Devaux rose and bowed to the flag lieutenant and the admiral. Recalling that the midshipman had the post of honour in receiving the Spaniard’s surrender he called upon the young gentleman to reply.


Drinkwater was barely aware of what was required of him, but he was suddenly aware of Morris staring at him from the far side of the table with an evil grin upon his face. The face seemed to grow larger, terrifying in its size, oppressive with malice. Conversation died as all turned to stare at him. He was confused. He remembered a succession of his seniors standing in turn and he rose unsteadily to his feet. For a moment or two he stood there swaying slightly. The bored expression of the flag lieutenant changed to one of sudden interest at the prospect of a neat gaffe with which to entertain his fashionable friends.


Drinkwater stared out through the stern windows to where the last shreds of daylight flared above the horizon. Morris’s face faded and that of his mother swam before him. He remembered her preparing his sea-kit, sewing a table cloth for her son to use at sea. It lay hidden and unused at the bottom of his chest. It bore a motto. That motto sprang into his midshipman’s mind now and he uttered it in a loud, commanding voice:


‘Confusion to the king’s enemies!’ He said it all in one breath and without a slur. He sat down abruptly as a roar of assent went round the table. The flag lieutenant resumed his bored expression.


He vaguely heard Kempenfelt’s approbatory comment: ‘Damme Captain, a real fire eater!’







	Chapter Seven

	June–July 1780






The Duel




On awakening next morning Drinkwater had only the haziest notions of turning in the previous night. He was not sure at what hour the Admiral had left for after his toast the evening had become a blur. The blue and white uniforms, the gold braid and pink faces seemed shrouded in more than tobacco smoke. Wheeler’s scarlet coat and glittering gorget had glowed like a surrogate sun in the candlelight as they joked and laughed and became serious again. The conversation had turned on a variety of topics; had been general, then particular; bawdy then technical as the portions of the table concentrated, divided then joined again in a verbal tide.


The event had been a triumph for Henry Hope. As a crowning to the evening Blackmore had suggested a little music and word was passed for O’Malley. The diminutive Irish cook entered, stealing sidelong glances at the ruins of the meal and the empty bottles. He produced some sweet and melancholic airs after the fashion of the time which brought an appreciative silence to the table. He concluded to loud applause with a frantic jig from his native land which, drawn from the wild turbulence of his people, seemed to Drinkwater to summarise the exhilaration of that Moonlight Battle in which these genial fellows had taken such a part.


Little O’Malley had gone forward two guineas better off with a farewell whose obsequiousness was not that of sobriety but suggested that, in the course of roasting the very capons whose ruins he had so enviously regarded, he had partaken of ‘pusser’s dips’.


Despite the vague recollections of a successful evening Drinkwater woke to the disturbing sensation that all was not well. He had a headache due to the quite unaccustomed quantity of wine he had consumed but it was more than that. He groped in his mind for some memory that would give him a clue to his disquiet. At first he thought he had committed some impropriety. His stomach contracted at the thought of an indiscretion in front of the admiral. But the approach of a figure traversing the darkened orlop brought the memory back.


It was Morris coming to call him at one bell to stand the morning anchor watch. Morris’s face was lit demoniacally by the lantern. The rest of his body was invisible in the blackness of the cockpit. This apparition finding Drinkwater awake was a very mask of malice which spat out a torrent of invective in a sibilant whisper. Nathaniel was transfixed with horror, a feeling made worse by his prone position. Jealousy and hate burned within Morris, contesting with the fear of Drinkwater’s knowledge of himself. The resulting conflict of powerful emotion burned within him in a terrible, bullying anger.


‘Come on admiral’s lickspittle, get out of your hammock and convey your greasy arse on deck, damn you for a crawling get!’


Drinkwater made no reply, vulnerably shrinking within his blanket. For a second Morris’s face hung over him, the malevolence in his eyes an almost physical force. In a sudden, swift movement Morris had a knife out, the lantern catching the dull glint of its blade. It was a micro second of suspense wherein Drinkwater suddenly, inexplicably, found himself drained of all fear. He simply tensed and awaited the inevitable …


Morris slashed with the knife. The hammock lashing parted and with a jarring crash Drinkwater landed on the deck. Fighting out of his blanket he found himself alone in the creaking darkness.


On deck a squall of rain skittered across Spithead and the wind behind it was cutting. Drinkwater shivered and drew his cloak closer around him. Dawn was not yet visible and Morris’s figure was barely discernible, huddled in the paltry shelter of the mizen rigging.


The figure detached itself and approached Drinkwater. Morris’s face, dark now, came close. The older midshipman gripped the arm of the younger. Spittle flecked offensively on to Drinkwater’s cheek.


‘Now listen,’ hissed Morris, ‘just because you are a crawling little bastard don’t get any God-damned ideas about anything. Threddle hasn’t forgotten his flogging and neither of us have forgotten Humphries. So don’t forget what I’m saying. I mean it.’ Morris’s vehemence was irresistible. Drinkwater shrunk from the voice, from the spittle and the vicious grip upon his arm. Morris’s knee came up into his groin. He gasped with pain. ‘D’ye understand, God-damn you?’ queried Morris, an undetected doubt in his voice.


‘Y … yes,’ whispered Drinkwater doubling with agony and nausea, his head swimming. Another figure loomed out of the rain-swept darkness. For a terrifying moment Drinkwater thought it was Threddle but the voice of Tregembo asked, ‘Everything all right, Mr Drinkwater?’ He felt Morris freeze then relax as he straightened up. Tears flowed down his cheeks but he managed to steady his nerve enough to mutter, ‘Yes thank you.’


In a clipped tone Morris handed over the watch. ‘The lieutenants are excused watches tonight. Call all hands at three bells.’ A quartermaster approached, the half-hour glass in his hand. The lower half was almost full.


‘Eight bells, Mr Morris.’


‘Make it so then.’


‘Aye, aye, sir.’


Four o’clock in the morning.


When Morris had gone below Drinkwater went to the weather side. The rain stung and wet his face. He felt it with relief. The pain in his groin eased and his head felt less thick. Then a wave of nausea swept over him. The pain, the wine and the self-disgust caused him to vomit into the inky, hissing waters of Spithead. After that he felt better. He still stared to windward, his hands gripping the rail. His self-disgust rankled. Why had he not hit Morris back? Just once. He had to face the fact that he was scared, forgetful of the bold resolutions he had formulated and continually put off, pending a more propitious opportunity. He had one now. Morris had assaulted him. Hitherto he had lain low in the hope that by effacing himself Morris would leave him alone. But Morris could not do that …


The thing that he knew about Morris he devoutly wished he did not know. It was so disgusting that the very image of it, so vivid in his impressionable mind, was abominable to him.


Drinkwater was terrified of what he had seen almost more than of those who had been doing it. In that terror was submerged the realisation of the power he had over Morris. In Morris’s aggression all Drinkwater saw was brutality. He failed to perceive the brutality masked fear. He saw nothing of the source, only the source’s manifestation.


He was suddenly aware of someone alongside of him.


‘H-h’m.’ A voice coughed apologetically.


Drinkwater nervously began to move away. ‘Beg pardon, zur …’


‘Yes?’


‘I saw what ‘appened, zur. I saw ‘im ‘it ‘ee … if you’m be wantin’ a witness, zur.’


‘No, Tregembo, thank you,’ Drinkwater paused. He remembered that conversation with Tregembo in the Mediterranean. A brief memory of Humphries flashed in his brain, of Sharples and Threddle, and of the flogging Tregembo had received. Drinkwater looked hard at Tregembo … the seaman expected Drinkwater to thrash Morris, Tregembo would otherwise see Drinkwater as a coward …


Drinkwater suddenly recalled the moment when fear had left him not an hour earlier. A bold feeling swept over him. He could no longer suffer Morris’s tyranny and determined to challenge his senior. It was a desperate throw but in such circumstances resolves are easily made, though less easily carried out. He forced a grim note into his voice. ‘No Tregembo, this is a cockpit matter, as you said. I’ll thank you to hold your tongue …’


The man backed away disappointed. He had mistimed his assistance to the young gentleman. Having conceived a respect for the midshipman, Tregembo had assumed that he sought a legitimate means to encompass the destruction of Morris. Tregembo remembered the Twenty-Ninth Article of War, if ever one man held the other in the palm of his hand Drinkwater held sway over Morris. Tregembo was puzzled. He had ‘taken’ to the youth and could not understand why some attack had not been made on Morris as he had seen many of the youngsters carry out from time to time on various ships. Tregembo was too blunt to be aware of Drinkwater’s sensibilities just as Drinkwater was unaware that Morris’s bullying concealed a pusillanimous soul, a fact that was very plain to Tregembo.


In the first glimmer of dawn Drinkwater saw the topman’s crestfallen retreat.


‘Tregembo!’


‘Zur?’ The man hesitated.


‘Quietly have a word with one of the carpenter’s mates to get two ash single sticks made up. Each thirty inches long, d’you understand?’


‘Aye zur. And thank’ee.’


Drinkwater had not the slightest idea why Tregembo had thanked him but suddenly the rain fell sweet upon his upturned face.


The news of Cyclops’s prize and the promise of allowing visitors on board made her the happiest vessel in the anchorage. Before the morning watch was over the hands, uncommonly cheerful, had swabbed her decks and flaked and coiled all the ropes. When Devaux appeared the brasswork already gleamed in a watery sunshine that promised a fair day after the dawn’s wet beginning.


The men were already staring across the leaden water to Fort Gilkicker and Portsmouth Harbour. For days past hired punts and galleys had brought out women and children. Many were full of whores but there had been some with wives of both the churched and common law variety. They had made a forlorn sight, lying just clear of the ship’s sides, exchanging unhappy waves or little snatches of conversation with the sailors until the bosun’s mates or the officers had driven the men back to their work. The boats too were driven off either by the abuse of the ship’s officers and marine sentries, or by the efforts of the guard-boats provided by the units of fleet themselves. This was an especial joy to the seamen who manned them for, if you are denied the pursuit of pleasure yourself there is a certain gratification in denying it to others.


Although Cyclops had commissioned at Chatham some of her company, volunteers mainly, had wives in the Portsmouth area. Occasionally a young wife would travel, at God knows what cost and on the chance that leave would be given to meet her man. But it was the other variety of female that most interested Cyclops’s hands that pale morning. Today no guard-boat could interrupt them as they took their pleasure, a fact that was doubly appreciated by the messes as they broke their fast to the news that Meteor was rowing guard. It was a sweet revenge for their consort’s debauch at Port Mahon.


In the gunroom Lieutenant Devaux presided over fresh coffee and toast in evident good humour. ‘Well Appleby,’ he said addressing the chubby surgeon, ‘Why are you looking so damned glum?’


‘The reason for my glumness is occasioned by my contemplation of the follies of mankind, Mr Devaux. Ah, yes, a cup of coffee would be most welcome, I thank you for your courtesy.’ He sat in the chair indicated by the first lieutenant.


Devaux poured. ‘The women, Mr Appleby?’ enquired Devaux with a smile.


‘The women, Mr Devaux,’ replied the surgeon resignedly. ‘And, of course – the men.’


Devaux laughed outright. ‘Poor Appleby, we win or lose in action but you can never win, poor devil.’


‘But you’ve plenty of mercury, I don’t doubt, to cope with the inevitable problems?’ interjected Lieutenant Price with a sense of nicety in which his sensibility fought a losing action with his curiosity.


Appleby drew a deep breath and Devaux knew he was about to deliver a lengthy peroration, for which he was notorious.


‘Mr Price, the provision of mercury by My Lords Commissioners for the execution of the office of Lord High Admiral, I say the provision of mercury to ships of war is insufficient to combat the outbreak of a chronic dose of syphilis in all but the smallest vessels, since their Lordships have failed to take cognisance of the fact that vessels of the various rates have an increasing number in their complement in inverse proportion to the number of their rating.
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