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Nigel Tranter, who wrote over ninety novels on Scottish history, was one of Scotland’s best-loved writers. He died on 9th January 2000 at the age of ninety.
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The young man gazed out from the eastern horn of Largo Bay, as so often he did. Great was the prospect, south, east and west, across the Forth estuary, to the mighty rock-stack of the Craig of Bass sixteen miles off, rising out of the sea backed by the conical hill of North Berwick Law, westwards to the distant heights of Arthur’s Seat, Edinburgh Castle and the Pentland Hills, and much further. But it was rather nearer where his regard was fixed, a mere ten miles, this on the cliffs of the Isle of May, that mile-long island at the very mouth of the firth. For it was there, within a hidden inlet at its south end that the English pirates, or privateers as they called themselves, claiming their government’s permission, were apt to lurk, to issue out and attack any vessels that were unwise enough to sail the seas singly rather than in safe convoy. That trap of an island, holy as it might be, former hermitage of St Ethernan, one of Columba’s disciples, and seat of a little Benedictine monastery, was very much on Andrew Wood’s mind, always was, for there his father had been slain and his ship captured four years before, and he, his elder son, had vowed to avenge him one day.


He would do so, indeed.


Frequently Andrew came here to gaze, however much his good mother declared that he should be doing other things more useful, tending and herding their sheep on Largo Law, aiding her brother at La’hill Mill, working for their kinsman, Sir John Lindsay at nearby Pitcruvie Castle – or even spearing flukies, or flounders, in the shallows of the sands. This last was what he had come to do now; but as so often he got distracted by that Isle of May and its challenge – for that is what it was for him, where one day he would pay the debt to his father.


He well recognised, of course, that this might be quite a long way off. At eighteen years he could scarcely hope to be in any position to carry out his vow very soon. But he would, somehow.


He kicked off his boots, rolled his breeches higher, and picked up his pronged fork on its pole, to wade into the shallows. He quite enjoyed flukie-spearing however cold the water on his feet, this when the tide was right. The flatfish lay hidden just below the surface of sand and water, but they could be felt to wriggle when stood upon by bare feet. Then the spear had to be plunged down into them – with care not to spear the toes in the process, easily done. Then the fish had to be jerked up and caught before it could twist itself off the hook, fall back into the water and swim away free. Care also had to be taken not to make a splashing of the feet, which could warn the creatures, and they could slither away before they were reached.


Andrew had to wade that day for quite some distance through the shallows of the great six-mile-wide bay before he felt movement under his left foot, and he stepped aside and stabbed. But the flukie was too quick for him, and he missed it. However another wriggle quickly followed, and this time his point struck and penetrated. Expertly he hoisted the flapping catch up so as to keep it transfixed until he could grab it with the other hand, detach it, and stow it, still squirming, in the satchel slung from his left shoulder.


There were quite a number of flounders thereabouts, and before long he had as many as to fill his bag.


Before he turned for home, he gave another stare at the May island. That place preoccupied him, he admitted. Were there any English pirates hiding behind it now?


He had some distance to walk to his home. Largo community was odd in being divided between Upper and Lower, half a mile apart. His late father’s house stood between the two, as the ground began to rise towards the foot of Largo Law, the highest hill in what was known as the East Neuk of Fife, no mountain as it was. Largostone, as the house was named, after a standing stone in the grounds, was not what could be called a mansion, rather a medium-sized hallhouse, but a suitable and roomy establishment for folk who were not lairds but of lairdly background. His father had come of the Woods of Bonnytoun, in Angus, of which Sir Henry was the present head; and his mother was a Lindsay, kin to Sir John nearby at Pitcruvie Castle. So although his sire, another Andrew, had been a merchant-trader, with his own ship, he was well enough connected.


His mother, Janet, welcomed the flukies, even though she was apt to be critical of his frequent spearings, with her own ideas as to how her elder son should spend his time; while his young brother Jamie, aged ten, was reproachful that he had not been taken along to share in it. Andrew was fond of him, but found him no help at the fishing, for he ran about splashing and shouting, and thus warned the flounders so that they swam away.


Janet Wood had word for Andrew. Sir John Lindsay, at the castle, wanted him to call for some reason.


So, after a hasty meal, he set off on the mile northwards to Pitcruvie Castle.


This was no great fortalice but a fairly simple square tower-house within a barmekin or curtain wall, this containing the usual courtyard, with stabling, byre, brew-house and storage sheds. Sir John was a younger son of the sixth Lord Lindsay of the Byres, in Lothian.


Now elderly and a widower, his family grown and fled the nest as it were, he was always glad to see young Andrew, who was a frequent visitor and whom he quite often took hawking up the Boghall Burn and on to Norries Law, a lesser height. But this time he had a different proposal for the young man. One of his three sons was a merchant-trader based on Leith, the port of Edinburgh, as indeed Andrew’s father had been, a quite common activity for the younger sons of lairdly families. It seemed that this son had recently bought a second ship, this to take part in the increasing trade with the Baltic Hanseatic League, an ever-growing merchanting syndicate, and he wondered whether his far-out young kinsman would consider joining him in this venture, possibly as aide and companion? Andrew’s father had suggested a partnership with this Henry Lindsay when he had started up his enterprise at Leith, and been helpful. Now he might demonstrate his appreciation to the son.


Needless to say, Andrew was well pleased to hear of this, and said so. Better than herding sheep, milling and farm work. When did Henry Lindsay want him? He was told whenever he cared to go, the sooner the better probably.


Back at Largostone, his mother was in two minds over this suggestion for her son. She recognised the possibilities of it, but would miss Andrew’s company and assistance. Jamie was too young to go herding sheep on Largo Law, and a man about the house was always to be valued. But it could be the sort of start for his son that his father would have wanted. So be it.


A few days later, then, Andrew boarded one of the small vessels that frequently sailed over to Dunbar, North Berwick, Musselburgh or Leith with goods to be exported in larger ships to France, the Netherlands and the German dukedoms, this from Leven, Lower Largo haven being only capable of mooring fishing-boats. Across the Forth they went the fifteen miles, well west of the May, to Leith, with no sign of pirates, passing near the isle of Inchkeith.


At the mouth of the quite wide water of Leith, the port for Edinburgh, Scotland’s capital, they entered a major harbour, lining both sides of the river with docks, shipyards, warehouses, granaries, rope-works and sheds, backed by the premises of merchants, shipowners and craftsmen. The harbour was lengthy, half a mile of it along the riverside, but tidal, with its complications for docking, and the necessary “roads”, as they were called, offshore, for vessels having to wait for higher water. Their small craft, however, with shallow draught, did not have to linger.


Enquiries led Andrew across the river from where their vessel had docked, by one of the wooden bridges, to the eastern bank, he noting the three-arched stone bridge being built, he was told, by the Abbot of Holyrood, the churchmen ever foremost in encouraging trade. He found the house and merchant establishment of Henry Lindsay at the corner of Tolbooth Wynd and the Shore, the actual residence a tall gabled building of no fewer than five storeys.


Lindsay proved to be a cheerful bulky man of early middle years, who welcomed Andrew heartily, declaring that he was growing not unlike his father in looks. Was he interested in this of trading and shipping? Assured that he was, the position was explained. He, Lindsay, had long had a two-hundred-and-fifty-ton vessel, the Goshawk, with which he traded to the Netherlands, carrying wool and hides and spirits. But, for a year or two, the growing commerce of the Hansa merchants of Lübeck and Hamburg and the Baltic had been preoccupying them at Leith with its opportunities, and he had had a new ship built, which he was calling the Merlin, of three hundred tons, for this new Baltic traffic; and he was assembling a crew to man it. He would go with it himself for the first voyage to Lübeck; but with his other vessel and his established trading links with Veere and Rotterdam in the Low Countries, he would require a representative to sail in it for the Baltic venture, or so he intended if the Hansa merchanting proved worth while for him, as seemed likely, with the Baltic lands of Danzig, Riga, Latvia, Estonia, Finland and all the Russias hopefully to exploit. So it had occurred to him to approach the son of Andrew Wood, who had so greatly aided him to establish himself at Leith.


Andrew assured him that he certainly was interested. What was proposed?


Lindsay said that after his first visit to the Baltic in under a month’s time, with Andrew possibly accompanying him, to discover the situation and prospects there, if it all proved worthy, would he go again thereafter as his representative, and so initiate a trading arrangement with those eastern parts; for as well as the Baltic lands there were Denmark, Norway and Sweden to consider, providing surely great opportunities for commerce.


Andrew declared that he was ready to co-operate, and grateful for having been thus considered. How soon would he be required?


If he could come back to Leith in, say, two weeks’ time, to become acquainted with the trading matters, the cargoes, and the shipmaster and crew, that would be best. And they would sail thereafter.


This all very much commended itself to Andrew. Staying the night with the Lindsays, he found a vessel next day to take him back to Fife, not to Leven but to Buckhaven, this only a five-mile trudge from Largo.


His mother learned of it all with an odd admixture of doubts, concern and approval. She recognised that her elder son had reached an age when he demanded more of life than house-dwelling and tending a few sheep, and would wish to follow in his father’s footsteps. But she was going to miss him, and was unsure about him venturing to that outlandish and possibly heathenish country among Russkies and even worse. She hoped that he would take great care, and not be away for overlong. He could give her no indication as to when he would be back, but promised that he would bring her some gifts from foreign lands.


He took Jamie up on to Largo Law to instruct him in shepherding, how to pick out their sheep from those of others by the coloured markings on their fleeces, and urged his mother to obtain a trained dog from some shepherd or farmer, which he himself had always meant to get.


There would be no flukie-spearing for some time.


Two weeks later, then, he said his goodbyes, and sailed from Leven back to Leith. Still no sign of pirates or privateers in the estuary.


Henry Lindsay, whom he was now to call Harry, took him to inspect the Merlin, and meet the shipmaster, one Gavin Muir by name. It was a fine new three-master, high of forecastle and poop, with ample cabin space, and already laden with coal – which was apparently much sought after in the Baltic lands – ironware, salted mutton and whisky casks. Just what would be the best goods to take to these lands they would have to discover when they got there. This was to be a more or less exploratory expedition, with much to learn.


They were ready to sail the following morning, but had to wait for other ships, to form the necessary convoy as protection from the English attackers, those scourges of the seas. These tended to operate in pairs, so groups of five or six Scots or foreign vessels were advisable, their crews armed and on the alert.


It was learned that one other vessel was heading for Lübeck, the others for the Low Countries. So the Merlin would have company, which was always helpful for safety.


Andrew was able to go up to Edinburgh, as they waited, and visit the great fortress-castle on its rock, and the famous abbey of the Holy Rood. He also saw his father’s former quayside mooring place at Leith, and the warehouse behind it, now in the hands of strangers.


At length, with six ships assembled and ready, and the tide right, it was casting off, and heading out into the firth, Andrew interested especially in the piloting necessary when a group of craft were sailing in close formation, and the skippers had to work in careful harmony. He was eager to learn.




2


All aboard the ships were fairly confident that they would not be assailed, six of them, as they headed for the open sea. They had to pass near that Isle of May, but so far as they could see no pirates lurked there presently – although the southern end of the island did lend itself to craft wishing to remain hidden. At any rate, nothing emerged therefrom.


With the prevailing south-west wind they were able to make good headway, with a minimum of tacking necessary. The six would remain together for as long as was possible, due eastwards for fully one hundred miles, whereafter the two for the Baltic would have to swing off east-north-east while the others turned south. The privateers seldom operated that far out into the Norse Sea, preferring to work from their respective bases of Newcastle and Sunderland, Hartlepool and Scarborough, Grimsby and the Wash. There was a known rivalry between these various Englishry, their craft having fairly clearly defined areas to harry. The seas between Newcastle to Grimsby and the great Dogger Bank, that extensive shoaling where the water reached its shallowest at no more than a depth of fifty feet, and a menace to pirates as well as their intended victims, were the most perilous as to assault. Fortunately Baltic-bound craft did not have to go that far south, heading off to pass between the other navigational hazards of the Devil’s Hole and the Fisher Bank.


With the fairly favourable breezes they were able to cover the distance out to the parting area in a day and night’s sailing. They did see other vessels, single and in pairs, some of which looked suspiciously like privateers; but six ships sailing together were practically safe from attack, and only one other vessel approached them, this coming out from Berwick-upon-Tweed, and joining them for its own protection.


Andrew took much heed of all this, making only a short night of it in his bunk.


Lindsay and his shipmaster, Gavin Muir, reckoned that they were safe by the following midday; and with the other Lübeck-bound vessel, just south of the Devil’s Hole, they left the others to make for the Skagerrak, another one hundred and fifty miles eastwards.


Fascinated by all the shipboard work, especially the navigation and compass-bearing, Andrew sought to aid as well as learn. This was the life for him, ships and the sea. To be a merchant-trader, as had been his father, was well enough; but it was this of the ocean and great waters that drew him: the spread, the far-flung vastnesses of it, the endless surge and power of the waves. When storms came, of course, it could be testing; but that would make the greater challenge.


Harry Lindsay was amused at his young friend’s enthusiasm.


In just over a day’s further sailing they descried land ahead. This, Muir told them, was what he called the Skaw, the most northerly point of Denmark. They had to round that to reach the Kattegat from the Skagerrak, which they were now entering.


Andrew had heard of these channels or straits. Now he was to see them both, these the access to the all but inland sea of the Baltic.


The first seemed to be lengthy, over one hundred miles altogether and perhaps half that in width, with Norway on the left and Denmark on the right, the former a more rugged coastline, with cliffs and mountains and islets, not unlike Scotland’s own west coast, the Danish side more level, but with some spurs and hillocks, atop one such what was pointed out as Frederikshavn Slot, a seat of the King of Denmark. Lindsay had been to Copenhagen, the capital and greatest port, but not beyond. He would be interested to see what lay further.


The Kattegat was merely a right-angled extension of the Skagerrak, heading southwards down the coast of the province of Jutland, with Sweden now at the other side. Andrew had heard of Jutland, whence came the Jutes, who with the Saxons and Angles had invaded and colonised what was now England, part of ancient Britain. Here was Jutland, and he knew approximately where Saxony was. But where was the country of the Angles, who gave name to England, Angle-land? Lindsay said that there was a district of Jutland known as Angeln, in Schleswig, further south; presumably that must have been their homeland, small and unimportant as it now was. It seemed strange that its folk should have given name to the invaded land rather than the Jutes and Saxons.


The Kattegat divided into two channels eventually, the area between the great island of Zealand, on which lay Copenhagen. Even Gavin Muir had never been further. They must be almost entering the Baltic. Would they need a pilot in these narrow waters?


Still southwards they sailed, along the shoreline of what must be Schleswig. Lübeck must be not far ahead. The Norse Sea now seemed far off.


Muir decided that they should pick up a pilot to guide them among the scatter of Danish islands. This they did at Svendborg. The pilot told them that Lübeck lay another seventy miles due south, after the last of the Danish isles, and across the huge bay of Keil, with the likewise great bay of Lübecker Bucht itself, this cutting a score of miles into the Germanic province of Hamburg, and narrowing into the Trave River.


They indeed needed a pilot, for now they found themselves having to navigate among and past a seeming legion of ships instead of the islands. Something of the mercantile importance of Lübeck was becoming very evident. Andrew was kept busy noting all the various types and sizes of the vessels.


Their pilot led them into the Trave, not so much an estuary as a very wide river-mouth, where the shipping had to marshal itself in disciplined fashion, so many were the craft coming and going. Here the wind was easterly, coming from the vast hinterland of all the Russias; sails were lowered to a minimum for slow and ordered progress. They had to go quite a long way upstream before docks began to line the riversides, and they could see ahead of them a vast array, a forest, of spires and steeples, of towers and domes, all rising from a slight upthrust of ground on the east side of the river. They were reaching their destination at long last.


The pilot, a Dane but speaking fair English – and no doubt many another tongue – told them that, as well as being the focal point of the Hanseatic League, this had been the capital of a Slovak principality formed eight hundred years before by Count Adolf the Second of Holstein, but taken over by Henry the Lion, the great Duke of Saxony, who largely built the city to regular planning centred round a spacious market-place. It later had become subject to the Holy Roman Emperor, but was granted self-government and was able to make most of its own laws. The emperor’s Order of Teutonic Knights cooperated with other Slavik, Polish and Baltic rulers, and spread its influence far and wide as its trading importance grew; so that now the laws of Lübeck applied to over one hundred cities, several of them larger than Lübeck itself, such as Danzig and Kolberg in Poland, Königsberg and Memel in Lithuania, and Riga in Latvia. At the end of the last century a long and wide canal had been constructed, mainly to bring vital salt from the mines of Lauenburg for the preservation of meat and fish, the Baltic being all but a freshwater sea. Now, next to Cologne, Lübeck was the largest city in all northern Germany, with a resident population of well over a score of thousands.


Finding a mooring place for the Merlin was quite difficult, so numerous were the ships of all nations. There were two harbour basins on the lower course of the Trave, but both were full. Their pilot had to take them further inland towards the adjoining community of Travemünde.


Lindsay and Andrew wondered where first to go to discover where the goods they had brought were to be sold advantageously and where they could learn the details they sought as to the imports to take back to Scotland. The central market-place, presumably?


Creeping along, as it seemed, in all the traffic, and that easterly breeze to cope with, the passengers could at least admire the architectural splendour spread around them. There seemed to be not one but three cathedrals, huge steepled minsters in the Gothic design, which their pilot named as the Marienkirche, the Petrikirche and the Jahnskirche, spires soaring to over four hundred feet. He pointed out the Rathaus or town hall, another magnificent structure, and the mighty towered gates, the Burgtor and the Holstentor, all indications of enormous wealth. On the summit of a modest hillock stood the castle built by Henry the Lion of Saxony. Less lofty but still impressive were the multitude of fine houses, the ceramic factories, the metal foundries, the timberyards and shipyards, the mints and arsenals, the loom-houses and the mills, all laid out in planned wide streets and squares. The Scots had never seen the like.


Lindsay reckoned that the Rathaus was probably the best place to make their first enquiries. Landed, there they found that the Lübeckers were great linguists – they had to be, no doubt – and they had no problems in being directed to various merchant notabilities, dealers, master craftsmen, and trade guildsmen, as well as the city officials. They would find out all they needed to know here, undoubtedly.


Andrew listened and looked and learned.


Lindsay and he had assumed that, apart from the Germanic states and dukedoms nearby, the vast Russian Muscovy lands would be the most important for trade, with Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia and Finland. But they now gathered that Poland was considered more profitable, and that Lübeck was the entry place to that nation. Lindsay had never heard of any Scots dealings with the Poles. Here could be a possible market to exploit.


They found the Polish representatives in a large establishment in a central position, and were received with interest, almost as envoys from another world. These Poles were much less fluent in English than were most of the Lübeckers, but, with a mixture of French and Dutch and German, they were able to converse to fair effect, and were the wiser therefore. They discovered that Poland was very large, extending far south to the Black Sea, Russia to the east, Slovakia to the south and Germany to the west. Its kings had their capital at Warsaw, in the centre, and had a dynastic especial relationship with Bohemia and Hungary. These lands were little more than names to the Scots, as indeed had been Poland itself. But now they saw major possibilities of trade here. It seemed that copper, along with iron and coal, was extensively mined, the former something that Scotland saw little of. Lead also was produced, this seemingly present in several minerals, and produced by roasting the ores in furnaces, the lead content thus extracted. It made the most malleable of metals and did not corrode. They knew of lead in Scotland, of course, but little of it was available. Here apparently were great supplies. Silver also. This Poland seemed to be a great source of minerals, however little known at home. Opportunity for them?


They made detailed enquiries from the Lübeck Poles, and learned that their own merchandise, especially salted and smoked fish, meats, whisky and beer and barley products, would be welcomed. Sailcloth, rope and cordage for shipping, such as that made and woven from the rough-coated blackface sheep, would sell well. Altogether there was scope for much trade here.


The Scots sailed for home well pleased with their enterprise.
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There was no problem in finding other vessels heading north and west, as convoy partners, with all that sea-going traffic, most sailing for the Netherlands, France and London. The easterly breeze took them up past Denmark and into the Kattegat and Skagerrak in fine style; but thereafter the Norse Sea’s south-westerly winds changed that, and they made much less speedy progress.


Presently, of course, they lost the Low Countries ships, and later the French. But when next day the London-bound craft left them, and they were on their own in the Merlin, Gavin Muir became distinctly anxious. They must hope to link up with some other north-going vessels fairly soon. Single ships were all too often the prey for those English pirates.


A heedful watch was maintained. They saw various craft heading southwards but none northwards. That is, until, level with the Tees estuary, they did see a vessel sailing in their direction. But when this turned towards them, it was to perceive the red and white St George’s cross banner hoisted at its mainmast – the symbol of English government approval and sanction of privateers.


Muir and his crew cursed, as well they might.


There followed a hasty collection of weaponry, swords, daggers, axes, boat-hooks, anything with which to protect themselves. Andrew, casting about, could find nothing better than a length of chain. Doubled into a sort of swinging club, this would have to serve. At least there appeared to be none of the new cannon being aimed at them. Lindsay had a hatchet.


Muir sought to make avoiding tactics, of course, but the English were as expert shipmen as themselves. He endeavoured, by twisting and turning, difficult to manage with sails in a tossing sea, to prevent the other craft from drawing alongside, this to shouts and fist-shakings on both vessels.


But grapnels, attached to ropes and chains, were soon being thrown, these wretches well trained in the like; and although some were cast back at them, others held fast, and enabled the enemy to pull their craft close enough for the timbers to grind together.


The two ships were much of a size, but undoubtedly the foe had the greater number of crewmen, and these trained fighters. They came clambering and leaping over on to the Merlin, armed to the teeth and with the padded leather coats that could serve as armour, yelling their hate.


Andrew jumped away from Lindsay’s side to give his friend greater freedom and to swing his chain round and round above his own head in dire and general threat, it reaching beyond any sword-thrust or dirk-stab. He had the prompt satisfaction of striking almost the first blow of that affray, to effect, as he leaped at a boarder vaulting over the bulwark, who raised a sword-arm to protect himself, and had the chain wrap itself round him and knock him off his feet, the sword clattering to the deck. Dragging loose the entangled chain, Andrew dropped it, and stooped to pick up that sword. Grasping it halfway down the blade, he drove it into the throat of the sprawling man with all his force. The pirate spouted blood, arms thrashing on the boarding, but did not rise.


Swiftly deciding that his chain was a more effective weapon than the man’s sword, he discarded the latter and grabbed up the former again. Lindsay was seeking to beat down the English sword with his hatchet close by, and whirling his chain in the air Andrew smashed it against the back of the man’s neck, to send him reeling and down on to his knees. He left his friend to finish off the injured man.


He now came to the conclusion that this chain-swinging was the best contribution he could make to the defence, and sought another victim. Everywhere Scots and English crewmen were fighting each other, and he was able to bring down his third victim as he was stabbing at a defender armed only with a boat-hook, the heavy chain toppling the man.


Panting with the effort of it all and the weight of the chain, he gazed round at all the battling, to decide who to assail next. Then a thought occurred to him, wits in a turmoil as they were. It was the fact that he nearly tripped over one of those grapnels tossed aboard that triggered it off. The surge of the waves was causing this to drag along the planking. If this, and those other anchoring links were cast overboard, the two vessels would tend to drift apart. And with undoubtedly most of the pirates now on board the Merlin, this would surely much distract and concern them.


Hurriedly he ran, to pick up and throw overboard the nearest grapnel and, all but falling over a prostrate victim, he reached and jettisoned another. There appeared to be two more.


Then another notion struck him. If he was actually aboard this other ship he possibly could do more for their cause. How many men would they have left there in this attack? Few indeed, probably. He could see only the helmsman up on the poop at the wheel.


Leaving the remaining grapnels in place meantime, he vaulted over the bulwark and on to the other vessel. Would that steersman recognise him as a foe? Probably not, their garb none so different.


Still carrying that chain, he slipped across the lower midships section of the privateer, out of sight of the poop. There were no signs of crewmen. At the far side, he climbed the ladder up to the poop-deck, and peered over. The man at the wheel still stood there, gazing down at the struggle going on in the Merlin. It seemed a sin to slay the unsuspecting Englishman, but he was a pirate after all, and his fellow-scoundrels assailing the Scots.


Moving over quietly – although the din and clash going on in the other craft would drown any noise he made – and careful not to let the links of the chain clink, he raised his odd weapon high and brought it down slantwise on the man’s neck and shoulder, this with major effect. A groaning gasp, and the helmsman fell. Not waiting to examine the new victim’s state, he dragged the body over to the stern rail, and heaved it over the side with an effort.


Drawing deep breaths, Andrew stood there for moments. He had become a killer, and a multiple and determined one. But what was the choice? To kill or to be killed.


Now, how many, if any, were left aboard this ship? He had seen no others. And undoubtedly the enemy’s greatest strength would have gone to board the Merlin. No one was to be seen on the forecastle.


Would any come back to seek to deal with himself? Would indeed any of the fighting men realise that he was not the helmsman, if they saw him at all? Were all too busy? Questions, questions.


If there were no others left aboard this vessel then, glory be, it was now his. His alone!


What next, then? Separate the two ships? Only a couple of grapnels held them together now. If they were seen to be apart, what would be the effect on the fighting Englishmen? Upset and worry them, or make them the more determined to capture the Merlin? It was impossible for him to tell how the struggle was going, in the chaos of smiting, thrusting, yelling men. But at least his fellow-Scots were nowise subdued.


He made up his mind. He ran down the poop-steps, to go to the side where the two craft nudged each other, and without pause vaulted again over into his own ship, as though to rejoin the struggle. But, no – his targets were those two grapnels that held the vessels together. Stooping, he grabbed one and flung it over on to the ship he had just left. Then the other, stepping over a jerking body on the way.


Since he had to get back on board the privateer before the surge of the tide drifted the craft apart, he had to act quickly. He only just managed it, the gap widening. Nobody seemed to be aware or interested in what he was doing, all too busy battling.


Once over, it was back up the poop-ladder again, to reach that wheel. He had to control the craft if he could, single-handed. Unless there were other crew still aboard?


By the time he got to the wheel he saw that fully six or eight feet separated the ships. None would leap that. The tide was strong. There was still no sign of anyone else on the English vessel.


He sought to steer his capture further away, as far as he was able. The only sail still hoisted was the triangular foresail stretching out to the bowsprit. The south-westerly wind was tending to push the craft astern gradually. Better if the canvas was down. Andrew hurried off across and up the forecastle steps, to reach and pull on the rope to lower that sail. Would the result be to increase the drifting apart? He hoped so.


Whether his efforts were the cause or not, the distance between the craft was increasing. Fifteen feet, now? Twenty? As he hastened back to the wheel, Andrew Wood was telling himself that he had captured an enemy vessel by his own efforts!


Was there any way in which he could assist his friends, other than this “stealing” of the enemy ship? There were two brass cannon on board this craft, but he knew not how to use these, load and fire them. Anyway, to what end? He was not going to bombard their own Merlin.


But suppose he could somehow manoeuvre this vessel so that it again touched the other, not broadside-on but at some narrow point? Would some of the English then be apt to seek to jump back aboard to reclaim it? This a distraction and lessening, at least temporarily, their fighting strength? If he wielded his chain at the point of contact – the bows it would have to be – might that not be of some effect?


Could he somehow work this vessel so as to approach the other’s stern? There was sufficient wind to draw the necessary movement, if he could master the sails, or some of them, and at the same time steer with any accuracy.


He had had no experience of working the sails on a full-rigged ship. But he could see that there was the canvas and tackle for no fewer than four sails between foremast and bowsprit. If he could hoist all these it would almost certainly give him the power to propel the vessel in some fashion. He could try, at least.


Leaving the wheel to steer itself meantime, he went forward to discover which coiled ropes were the means of raising which triangular sails. Selecting the outermost one, he began to pull. The canvas was heavy, much more so than he had anticipated, and it took all his strength to hoist it. Far from setting it up in its proper position, he nevertheless managed to get it heaved sufficiently aloft to catch the wind, and tied the rope. The second one, less far out, was somewhat easier. The third likewise. Would that serve? All three were filling, and he perceived that the vessel was swinging round.


So far, so good. Now to steer it to effect.


He could enforce no very accurate control of his prize, but did achieve a semicircular movement, wider than intended, indeed possibly a couple of hundred yards from the Merlin. He must aim for the other’s stern.


With such modest sail-power, advance was only slow, and distinctly erratic. And his target itself was drifting uncertainly in the wind, no one aboard it presently concerned with direction. The same wind, of course, affected both ships, so that Andrew’s approach could be mastered none so indirectly.


He had all but automatically assumed that this stern contact was what was called for. Now he had to consider it more factually. One of those grapnels, or two, hurled from this bow on to the other poop, and the ships ought to remain linked. And if he stood there, at point of contact, with his chain, he would be in a position to attack any of the pirates who might seek to reboard their craft. Would they, in this fighting?


Nearing the Merlin, he tried to assess how the battling went, less than easy as this was. The impression was that the Scots were having the best of it. Almost all the struggle was going on up on the poop, near and around the wheel. He could distinguish Lindsay and Muir there, so his compatriots still had their leadership. Had the enemy?


Only his grip on the wheel saved Andrew from being jerked off his feet by the impact as his ship bumped against the other, its bowsprit thrusting spear-like into the fighting men, adding to the confusion. So he was not the only one unsteady on his feet as he lurched forward with his chain.


And he had been right in his guess that some of the Englishmen would seek to regain possession of their vessel. Two promptly did so, one wielding a sword, the other a bloody dagger. The first took the chain across face and throat, and fell sideways as he was mounting the bulwark and collapsed on to it, and thence over to the water. The dagger-man hesitated at the sight of this, and his hesitation was fatal, for it gave time for the chain to be swung back and round again, with fair accuracy, and to strike him in turn. He did not fall overboard but, staggering, went down among the stamping, stumbling feet.


Two more accounted for. That chain was a godsend. Thankfully, no spears were apt to be used in ship warfare.


As it happened, the privateer’s bowsprit, the movement of the surging tide causing it to sweep one way and the other like some mighty lance among the combatants, friend and foe alike, had major effect, the more notably on the aggressors, who inevitably were more scattered and who could not be other than distracted and fretted by their losses and their ship being used against them. The tide, other than that of the sea, was turned against them.
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