



  [image: cover]










  Francis Selwyn and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room,

  our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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  PART ONE




  Birkenhead Drill


  1852




  
Chapter One





  Joseph Morant-Barham, heir to the heir of Earl Barham, honourable only in title, laid two cards on the smooth green nap of the miniature gaming-table. At nineteen years old,

  his flushed face showed a smooth and almost dimpled petulance to match his pigeon chest and shock of dark, perfumed hair. Cornet of Horse in the 12th Lancers, young Morant-Barham’s reputation

  at faro, baccarat or loo had driven such games from the mess-room to more private apartments where his brother officers were not obliged to invite him. It was not said that Cornet the Hon.

  Morant-Barham cheated at cards. He might do, but such things were not said in the mess of the Lancers.




  It was common knowledge that before the regiment embarked for the Cape there had been a row of some sort at the Beargarden Club in St James’s. Complaints were said to have been laid before

  the club committee over Morant-Barham’s conduct at cards. It was even suggested that the committee had drafted a request for his withdrawal from membership. But a future Earl Barham was a

  considerable adornment to the club and its finances. Joey Morant-Barham might be ‘an uncommon bad fellow for a hand at loo’, but he seemed to care little how much he spent on the club

  otherwise. Being only a year out of Harrow, and a likeable young man into the bargain, he was merely informed that his fellow members had decided not to ‘recognize’ him in the card-room

  for the next twelve months. In every other room of the club, he would be their friend and crony. In the card-room, the older men would ignore his very presence. However, it was not supposed that a

  future Earl Barham would show such deplorable form as to go where he knew that he must be unwelcome.




  For the moment, the Beargarden Club was ten thousand miles away. Not one of the other subalterns at the table was from the 12th Lancers. In their own dull and lacklustre mess-rooms they were

  whispered of as ‘fast’ young men, but once the story of their evening with Earl Barham’s grandson was out, they would shine with the glory of undisputed rake-hells.




  When Morant-Barham laid down his cards, a hundred sovereigns were at stake. His hand of a five and a three was closer to beating the bank than any player had come in the past half hour. The

  cards lay on the antique baize, its walnut surround polished to the gloss of liquid honey. The young man looked up, moistening his lips and glancing at the other four men. Opposite him sat the

  banker, Lieutenant John Ransome of the 73rd Foot, brushing his silky black moustaches against the brick-red of his face, a complexion acquired by several years of Indian service. Like the others,

  Ransome was bare-headed, his scarlet tunic with its gold braiding open and crumpled. With a deep, enigmatic smile, he laid his two cards on the baize. The seven and two of diamonds, a natural and

  unbeatable nine.




  There was a general intake of breath at the narrowness of Morant-Barham’s defeat, as well as at the size of the stake he had lost. The young man’s mouth twisted nervously. His

  companions sat in silence and heard far below them the deep reassuring double beat of HMS Birkenhead’s powerful engines, the three steel fists of the pistons sparring forward and down

  in succession. The fins of the ship’s paddle-wheels beat the surface of the South Atlantic in a light, rapid putter, just below the level of the cabin-ports, where the hissing paddle-wake

  bubbled and broke. Beyond this luminous froth, the surrounding ocean swell had long since grown black in the late twilight. Four or five miles astern, the coast of southern Africa was now

  indistinguishable from the dark water, except where the fire of an isolated kraal flamed briefly and then vanished. Morant-Barham’s boyish face dimpled in a grimace of self-disparagement.




  ‘Gilt, I think,’ said Ransome smoothly, ‘tick being no go. When a fellow may be fighting the Kaffirs tomorrow, he oughtn’t to start issuing paper for what he owes

  tonight.’




  Morant-Barham drew five little pillars of gold coin towards him, checked their number and slid them hard across the table.




  ‘Curse it!’ he said, mocking his own misfortune again and slewing the coins with vindictive force. The gold columns slithered and fell. Bright, tiny sovereigns spun and rang in the

  rich oil-light, bouncing and rolling in every direction, over the gilded wooden chairs, under the small ornamental tables with their alabaster lamps and silk-tasselled shades in rose pink, into the

  recesses of the fine Regency sofa with its cerise velvet, all of which accompanied Cornet the Hon. Morant-Barham, even on a troopship.




  ‘Come now, Joey!’ said Frank Chamberlain on his right. ‘What’s the good of being beastly ill-natured? A man must learn to take his licking and not squeal. You ain’t

  down to your shirt-tail yet by a long chalk. And your old governor don’t keep you short. By George, he don’t!’ Chamberlain indicated the comforts of the cabin with a general wave

  of his hand. Morant-Barham said nothing. For the chance to call him Joey, to chaff him about his people, and then to boast of the familiarity in their own mess-rooms, men like Chamberlain were

  prepared to lose unquestioningly at baccarat. Morant-Barham saw no cause for complaint, especially since his guests were now about to part with their money more freely and more willingly than they

  themselves had ever imagined.




  ‘Ain’t it time to be getting down to the pasties on the old green baize again?’ said Charley Keston of the 84th Foot. ‘Cut and shuffle, Jack Ransome!’




  ‘Have the goodness to wait,’ said Morant-Barham coldly, ‘while the servant is called to fetch the yellow-boys off the floor.’




  ‘Hold hard, Joey,’ said Chamberlain good-humouredly. ‘A fellow don’t play in front of his batman. Colonel Seton won’t have faro or baccy on shipboard, and the

  servant isn’t born that wouldn’t peach on his master if it paid him.’




  ‘My servant don’t peach, Frank,’ said Morant-Barham. ‘And I’ve a mouth that’s dry as a whore’s bush for a hock and seltzer water.’




  He clapped his hands over his head with the impatience of a schoolboy summoning one of his minions. His four guests sat in their unbuttoned tunics, the smoke from their Flor Rothschild cheroots

  drifting, greenish-grey, into the rich tawny oil-light overhead. The door opened.




  ‘Fetch in some seltzer water and German wine,’ said Morant-Barham languidly.




  ‘Very good, sir.’ The voice was a soft but pert cockney treble. Chamberlain looked at John Ransome.




  ‘By thunder!’ he said. ‘Joey’s got a bum-boy!’




  ‘No I ain’t,’ said Morant-Barham smoothly. ‘It’s a doxy. She won’t pass for a Grosvenor Square lady but she’s a sight better than having one of the

  soldiers’ or sailors’ women. She only dresses like a valet so she shan’t be spotted easy. And if Colonel Seton should come on me for it now, I shan’t have to look far to

  know who peached.’




  The others exchanged glances, marvelling and congratulating themselves at the same time on the richness of the story they would have to tell, how they had gamed for a hundred sovereigns a hand

  with young Lord Barham and his woman in a sumptuously furnished cabin on the Birkenhead, outward bound from Simon’s Bay. When the girl returned with the hock and seltzer water, each of

  them turned in his chair to admire her.




  ‘Over here, Miss Janet, if you please,’ said her young master gently.




  Her dark hair was shaped close to her head, its length pushed up into a pretty top-knot with the aid of a tortoiseshell comb. Soft features and a faint freckling were illuminated by the apparent

  timidity of her brown eyes. Morant-Barham’s guests moistened their lips thoughtfully at the shapes revealed by the white cotton shirt and dark brown tights, which resembled the costume of a

  footman. The girl was a little stocky, but the slight heaviness of her thighs, the proud swell of her hips, and the soft roundness of her breasts were all displayed with a cunning which belied the

  modesty in her eyes. Charley Keston screwed his eye-glass into place and swallowed hard. Frank Chamberlain was clutching the edge of the table, unaware that his whitening knuckles betrayed his

  enthusiasm. The Birkenhead had embarked the depot companies of ten regiments at Cork on 7 January 1852. It was now 25 February and few of the subalterns on board had even spoken to a woman

  in two months. When choosing his guests, Morant-Barham selected those for whom the deprivation had been most severe.




  The young brunette served the men with hock and seltzer water. Then she stood before him, waiting to be dismissed.




  ‘There are some Victorias and half-sovs on the floor,’ he said, as though it were almost too tiresome to mention. ‘Pick ’em up and fetch ’em here.’




  Flushing a little and keeping her eyes lowered to avoid the eager gazes of the men, she dropped to her knees and began to search. A coin had lodged between the thighs of Ransome’s breeches

  and there was much amusement as he insisted that she must hook it out with her own timid fingers. Frank Chamberlain ostentatiously picked up a coin and dropped it into his own lap. When the girl

  stooped for it, he seized her wrist with one hand, holding her while the fingers of his other circled the tips of her soft breasts.




  ‘Have a care, Frank,’ said Morant-Barham softly, and the fierce little subaltern released her. He was prepared to be familiar with the young Barham but not to fight him.




  Presently she was searching under the little sofa, kneeling with her forehead almost on the floor. Charley Keston was confronted by the spread and rounded seat of her dark brown tights. As

  though the girl were entirely innocent of the effect, the plump cheeks of Janet’s bottom wiggled and squirmed at him as she stretched after an elusive coin.




  ‘Ain’t Miss Janet got a backside on her, old fellow!’ said Chamberlain wonderingly to Keston.




  ‘She ain’t a twelve-year-old virgin, Frank,’ said Morant-Barham, ‘which all your mess-room says is what you prefer. The cove who kept her before me got careless and she

  dropped a cub on him. She won’t see twenty again.’




  ‘And you still a schoolboy last year!’ said Ransome derisively.




  ‘It ain’t age, Jack Ransome, it’s being the master of a doxy that counts. Not that this frisky little filly ain’t taught me a French trick or two!’




  Before allowing the girl to leave, he instructed her to freshen the glasses, which obliged her to lean far over the table to reach Chamberlain’s. Again Chamberlain seized her wrist,

  looking her hard in the eyes, moulding and fingering her breasts through the tight cotton.




  ‘And that’s where it stops, Frank,’ said Morant-Barham quietly. Chamberlain became reproachful.




  ‘Dammit, Joey! She ain’t going to be Lady Barham, is she? She ain’t exactly wearing her bubbies like a young countess! A fellow can share a doxy with his chums. Where’s

  the harm?’




  ‘No harm, Frank,’ said Morant-Barham. ‘Only when a fellow invites four chums to his cabin, and when he loses the bank and a hundred sovs and more in two hours, he ain’t

  in a sharing mood. I know it’s square, of course, only a fellow can’t help being a bit down, all the same.’




  ‘That’s gammon!’ said Chamberlain determinedly.




  ‘No it ain’t, Frank, it ain’t gammon at all. If a fellow was to win back his sovs, and perhaps a bit over, there’s no knowing what he mightn’t do for the chums he

  won from. He might turn into such a jolly dog that he’d call his doxy back and let them give her what-for. There’s no knowing but he mightn’t.’




  They stared at him. The future Earl Barham pimping for his street girl! This was going to be an evening to remember, a story they would tell in mess billiard-rooms and club smoking-rooms when

  they were tired old majors and colonels on half-pay. How they went on the randy with Joey Morant-Barham, or Earl Barham as he would then be, and how they ploughed a doxy with him.




  It was Lieutenant John Ransome, the oldest of the men, who set the tone and smothered any remaining scruples in his companions.




  ‘You damned young rascal!’ he said, almost laughing. ‘You’ve pulled this thieving dodge before!’




  Morant-Barham shrugged.




  ‘I ain’t a thief, Jack Ransome. But I ain’t exactly green as a new leaf either. I know you older subalterns think any young griff ought to be, but he ain’t always. And I

  don’t ask you to share my doxy. There’s a hundred soldiers’ women below decks that might give you a serving of greens for the asking. Crabs and all.’




  During the pause which followed this, Ransome looked carefully at the others. Then he looked back to Morant-Barham.




  ‘Well, then, old chums,’ said Morant-Barham lightly, ‘shall we say a bank of two hundred sovs to make the wheel go round easy?’




  James Seton, Lieutenant-Colonel of the 74th Highlanders, walked slowly along the narrow, iron-ribbed passageway which led aft from the troop-decks behind the bilge-tank. The

  majority of the five hundred men under his command were already asleep in the hammocks slung from the massive deck-beams overhead. Others slept huddled in blankets on the bare boarding of the deck

  itself. Behind Seton, at a regulation distance, walked the orderly officer, and behind the orderly officer came the orderly sergeant. Strict discipline was almost impossible on a troopship and, in

  some respects, undesirable. Yet in the hold, secure behind bars, lay Private Suitor, a hulking Irishman whose court-martial sentence of fifty lashes for drunkenness had been confirmed by Sir Harry

  Smith, Commander-in-Chief at the Cape. Tomorrow, at morning parade, the man must be roped to the triangle and flogged. Suitor was an old offender, his brawny back marked by the thin white scars of

  several previous ordeals.




  It was Seton who had relented so far as to allow Suitor to be visited by Fusilier Atherton, a lantern-jawed towering soldier with a Nottingham brogue, who had acquired a reputation among

  officers and men as leader of an evangelizing movement among the soldiers themselves, forswearing strong drink, oaths, and every form of immorality. Colonel Seton had overheard Atherton in the

  cell, endeavouring to comfort the condemned man, urging him to put aside the fear of the drummer’s lash and to seek instead a release from the eternal pains of hell which must search the

  souls of the damned. And all the time, Suitor had whispered, ‘Save me, Mr Atherton! Save me!’ There was no fear in his voice only an urgent confidentiality, as though he were asking

  Atherton to show him the secret of a conjuring trick. Seton knew the game. The man guessed that Atherton might speak to Major Moxon, who was sweet on the ‘evangelists’, and Moxon might

  ‘beg him off’ the flogging. But Sir Harry Smith had signed the order, and there was nothing that begging could do.




  The memory of all this was wakened in Seton’s mind by the sound of Atherton’s voice in a recess by one of the mess-deck openings, and by the sight of an unkempt young woman close by

  him. The girl bowed her head, eyes downcast, fingers twisting awkwardly together.




  ‘Ah don’t know,’ she said softly, ‘Ah don’t know that Ah could make mesel’ worthy by enduring such things. There must be other roads to repent,

  sure?’




  ‘If thou art my woman thou shall endure!’ whispered the tall Fusilier fiercely. His lantern-jaw seemed to hang slack of its own weight and his pock-marked face shone with the heat

  between decks.




  ‘Not here!’ she looked about her in the gloom. ‘Not this minute!’




  ‘Thou fool!’ he said, with a kind of stern affection. ‘This very night thy soul may be required of thee!’




  ‘Ay,’ she said thoughtfully, and moved closer to his side.




  Seton chose not to notice. Once a commanding officer tried to regulate the affairs of soldiers and their women there was no end to it. He thought, however, that a word in Major Moxon’s ear

  might not come amiss.




  Further aft, a row of glass panels offered a view of the deep well of the Birkenhead’s engine-room. The massive and polished hammer-heads of the three pistons drove forward and back

  through their elipse with the power of trapped animals seeking escape. There was a pervasive smell of coal dust and hot oil. Through the open door of the stoke-hold, the black silhouettes of the

  stokers appeared against a tapestry of flame, like figures already consigned to Fusilier Atherton’s hell.




  Among the polished brass and steel, the engineer officer of the watch surveyed his little kingdom, while the paddles beat their throbbing rhythm alongside the hull. The telegraph was set at

  ‘Full Ahead’ for the night as the ship cut the ocean swell towards Algoa Bay, where the first of the depot companies were to be disembarked. Chalked on a little board, for the engineer

  officer’s information, were the locations of the senior officers on the vessel. Captain Salmond, RN, commander of the Birkenhead, was already in his

  cabin, having retired at the first opportunity.




  Seton turned about and dismissed the orderly officer and sergeant, returning their salutes punctiliously. It was past one in the morning, but the knowledge that his men might have to face the

  ubiquitous fire of Kaffir marksmen the next day had prompted this final tour of inspection. Seton’s satisfaction with the quiet orderliness of his men was not equalled by general admiration

  for their officers. His own 74th Highlanders were well led, and some of the other infantry companies were adequately commanded, but he felt the natural antipathy of a foot soldier and a Scot

  towards the dandy officers of cavalry. The smooth, affluent young wastrels of the dragoons and lancers displayed a peacock arrogance which he found loathsome. As he walked slowly along the carpeted

  corridor, the cabins of the 12th Lancers on either side still showed cracks of light at their doors and emitted a muffled hum of voices and the occasional boisterous guffaws. A door opened,

  illuminating the unbuttoned figure of Lieutenant Chamberlain. With tunic open and breeches askew, the young man belched and moved unsteadily towards the infantry berths. The door closed before

  Seton reached it but he caught the warm stench of sour wine and stale cigar. He made no attempt to call Chamberlain back. Officers were to be reprimanded when sober. Chamberlain blundered into the

  cabin which he shared with Lieutenant Keston. Seton heard the voices and subdued laughter of the two young men. Thoughtfully, he entered his own stateroom in the stern of the ship. As he lay down,

  the engines of the Birkenhead beat their strong, soothing double rhythm. Five hundred men and their hundred and thirty women and children slept their deep final sleep.




  Joseph Morant-Barham was alone in his cabin with Lieutenant John Ransome after the other three subalterns had left. The two men sat either side of the green baize table,

  lolling in their chairs. Between them was a litter of empty glasses and piled cigar bowls, scraps of paper on which the reckonings had been made, and several scrawled IOUs with Charley

  Keston’s signature.




  ‘Two hundred and eighty,’ said Ransome, taking the cheroot from his mouth. ‘Two hundred and eighty your departed guests left us, not counting the damned paper you let young

  Keston issue for the last half hour. Paper’s a blue look-out, Joey. You and I shan’t be rich while you let fellows pay you with that gash.’




  Ransome fanned out Charley Keston’s promissory notes, as though they were a hand of cards, and shook his head ruefully.




  ‘Dammit, Jack!’ said Morant-Barham pettishly, ‘we mayn’t be anything, the way you call it, if you pull that dodge with your tunic-sleeve too often. They must be blind not

  to see!




  Ransome’s sun-reddened face broadened in a tolerant smile for the boy who was hardly more than half his age. He spoke softly.




  ‘You’d be blind not to see, Joey, sitting where you are, but then we’re two of the closest pals a man ever saw, ain’t we?’




  The young man slapped his hand down like an angry child.




  ‘They could have seen, Jack! It don’t excuse the risk!’




  Ransome grinned and slowly shook his head again.




  ‘Joey, Joey! The art of it is that even when a fellow sees, he looks away rather than have a beastly row. A gentleman don’t care to quarrel over cards, not even when he knows

  there’s huggery-muggery. And the beauty of it is, they each lost a piece to you, and then you were so obliging as to lose it all to me. It takes suspicion off you, and if you don’t

  complain over losing it to me, then why should they?’




  ‘Fairground faking ain’t worth the risk,’ said the boy sullenly.




  Ransome’s face coloured up, as if at some implied insult.




  ‘Risk?’ he said sardonically. ‘With Chamberlain blind drunk? With Keston’s breeches busting each time your Janet showed her fat backside? When three gentlemen in turn

  have ploughed another gentleman’s doxy, they don’t generally start a rumpus over what may have happened at his card table!’




  Morant-Barham’s face dimpled in derision and he tossed his black curls contemptuously.




  ‘Ploughed her! They took her in the other room for the look of it, to boast what whoremasters they were tonight!’




  ‘Joey,’ said Ransome, grinning gently, ‘I wasn’t so green as to miss having from her own mouth every word of what went on in there. Two of them rode her so hard she

  couldn’t lie still after it. Keston was the rummy cove. Put her on her back and held her legs like a wheelbarrow. Then has your Miss Janet over a bolster with her bum in the air. Last of all,

  has her kneeling at his chair, her face going down on him and her parts displayed in a mirror behind her. I don’t risk Keston busting up and not paying his ticks.’




  Ransome tossed the IOUs on the table, and Morant-Barham brightened.




  ‘Take his paper in your share, Jack, if you can squeeze him.’




  ‘No, Joey. Share and share, gold and paper.’




  ‘I told you I must have gold,’ said the boy, almost whining. ‘Dammit, Jack, you know there’s a broker to be paid.’




  ‘You all the halfpence and me all the kicks, eh?’ said Ransome. ‘A broker won’t brave the Kaffirs to follow you. There’s a hundred and forty each in gold, and half

  Keston’s paper.’




  ‘Jack,’ said Morant-Barham coaxingly, ‘I signed a bill for £200 two months ago, from a damned little money-changer in Fetter Lane. I never had £200 nor anything

  like, but the bill was at three months and the cash must be sent.’




  ‘You’ll be on the other side of the world, Joey. Sleep easy.’




  Morant-Barham clasped his hands and closed his eyes.




  ‘It must be paid, Jack. Really it must. . . .’




  ‘Because?’




  ‘Because, dammit, it ain’t my name on the bill!’




  Ransome sighed with undisguised satisfaction and the boy looked up sharply, tasting for the first time the sick fear of having begged a respite from the hands of a professional blackguard.




  ‘Jack, it must be bought back. I only did it for a safe spec. If that bill goes to the fellow whose name’s on it, there’s all hell to answer! God, Jack, you can see that,

  can’t you? You can see how a fellow might be so driven that he’d do it for a sure spec?’




  Ransome sat very quietly, as though hardly able to credit his good fortune in having stumbled on the young man’s criminal foolishness.




  ‘Borrowed £200 and put another man’s name to the debt?’




  Morant-Barham nodded.




  ‘Take the paper,’ he urged. ‘Squeeze Keston for it. Take the £80 gilt, and whatever else you please.’




  Ransome sucked his teeth and whistled softly. The possibilities for plucking the imprudent young heir to the Barham estates were so enormous, given this piece of information, that he needed time

  to assess the opportunity more fully.




  ‘Jack,’ said the young man suddenly, ‘take the £80 and the paper. There’s £200. And take my bill at three months for £120 more!’




  Ransome laughed softly and shook his head.




  ‘And when the bill ain’t met, Joey? What then?’




  There was a pause, Ransome continuing to whistle softly.




  ‘Jack,’ said the boy again, ‘take the girl! She’s worth more than all the rest. You can’t ask for one better broken to the saddle! Dammit, didn’t you see her

  work for me? She’s taught to do the same for any man that runs her and, between whiles, keep him at a stand a hundred ways. Only think, what you might do in India with her!’




  Ransome got up and opened the door leading to the sleeping quarters. By the dim illumination of a single lamp he could see Janet lying on the bed. She was still naked but for her stockings,

  perhaps expecting further demands upon her soft pale body. Ransome approached, calling her to him, telling her to turn, stretch, or bend herself in the most convenient manner for his examination.

  With unconcealed amusement he questioned her gently, compiling an inventory of the acts practised on her. The girl replied in timid murmurs as Ransome’s hands ran like a whisper over the

  smooth, milky contours of breasts, hips and bottom. Then, with the patting and probing done, he left the girl and returned to his host, standing before Morant-Barham, leaning with one hand on the

  gaming table, his smile betraying nothing of his decision.




  ‘Well?’ asked the boy impatiently.




  Ransome steadied himself on the table as the hull of the ship vibrated uncomfortably, the helmsman turning hard to starboard and causing one of the paddle-wheels to spin clear of the water with

  the incline of the ship. The Birkenhead righted herself and then seemed to rise on a sudden and unexpected swell. Ransome braced his feet apart and clutched the table with both hands, his

  dark eyes narrowing as though with suspicion. The ship swung violently, there was a distant clatter of china and one of the glass shades in Morant-Barham’s cabin toppled and smashed to tiny

  sparkling slivers on the carpet.




  ‘The deuce of it!’ said Ransome, relaxing his grip a little.




  But the long rising swell came again, stronger and steeper, the Birkenhead heeling as though in the trough of a great storm. Just as it seemed that the worst might be over, the hull

  rolled precipitously, the rattle of falling furniture smothered by a great crash which echoed through the ship as though every gun-port had been stove in simultaneously by a heavy sea.

  Morant-Barham was thrown from his chair by the impact, while Ransome lost his footing and fell backwards among the scattered furniture. Two of the oil-lamps had smashed, leaving only one whose

  guttering flame cast a fitful shadow-play over the wreckage and confusion.




  Morant-Barham, conscious of a swelling bruise above his left eye, struggled to his feet and found that the floor of the cabin sloped upward a little towards the stern. Yet when he began to walk

  it seemed as if the angled deck was shifting under his feet with the weight of every step. And then the schoolboy subaltern lost his fear of Ransome in a still greater apprehension. The mighty

  engines of the Birkenhead were ominously still and somewhere inside the hull there was an echoing inrush of water.




  ‘What in God’s name was that?’ he asked, shivering.




  Ransome picked himself up from the littered fragments of glass and the overturned furniture.




  ‘Get your bitch dressed!’ he said, brushing down his tunic vigorously. ‘Get on deck!’




  But Morant-Barham was peering into the wrecked cabin, kneeling and fumbling in the gloom.




  ‘The sovs, Jack, the sovs! All on the floor somewhere!’




  ‘Damn the money! Get up, unless you want this brig for a coffin!’




  The hull of the ship was coming alive again with voices and footsteps in the passageway. Ransome pushed Morant-Barham through the shuffling files of men, along narrow passages and up iron

  ladders in the warren of the Birkenhead. They moved almost in silence, the majority of them having been shaken from their deepest sleep by the blow. A party of foot soldiers, moving

  at the double, crossed the path of the escapers. Steam hissed from the safety-valves as the hull moved again under their feet, wallowing in the ocean surges like a dead whale. Deep in the

  ship’s entrails they heard the funereal clang! clang! clang! of the first iron hand-pump which the soldiers had manned.




  ‘Now,’ said Ransome, pushing forward, ‘sharp’s the word and quick’s the motion!’




  As the ominous tolling of the pumps echoed through the emptying hull, Captain Salmond, commander of the Birkenhead, and Colonel Seton, as senior military officer on board, reached the

  quarter-deck. On the main deck, below them, where the tall thin funnel breathed its smoke and sparks into the night air, the depot companies were pushing and mingling as they strove to assemble by

  regiments. The officer of the watch presented the charts to Salmond.




  ‘Point Danger five miles to port, sir,’ he said, gesturing through the darkness towards the African coast. Salmond looked at the chart briefly and then waved it away. There was

  nothing marked in the ship’s path but any East India captain knew that a hundred reefs off the coast of Cape Colony had never been charted. Danger Rock, several miles off the Point, was the

  unmarked grave of a dozen vessels but thousands had passed it in safety. It was a remote chance, not even a chance in a thousand, but HMS Birkenhead had hit the saw-toothed ridge of the reef

  at 2 am, bows-on, and full speed ahead.




  On the main deck, below Salmond and his officers, the troops swarmed like bees from an overturned hive, surging from the hatches and companionways. The junior officers, the first on the scene,

  endeavoured to restore order.




  ‘Depot Company, 73rd Foot, fall in! . . . 12th Lancers! Fall in, lads! Fall in!’




  ‘She’ll tear herself open on the rock if she stays fast in this tide,’ said the officer of the watch, not quite out of Salmond’s hearing. The men on the quarter-deck

  could feel the ocean swell and the strong night-wind pulling the stern of the ship round and then swinging it back again. At each movement there was the shrill bird-shriek of metal twisting against

  rock.




  Salmond called sharply,




  ‘Mr Hetherington! Two turns slow astern, if you please!’




  ‘Two turns slow astern, sir!’ Hetherington’s voice echoed down the speaking-tube. The engine-room telegraph rang its familiar and reassuring code. Among the steam released by

  the safety mechanism during the ship’s immobility, the engineer officer wiped his forehead with his sleeve and closed the valve. The mighty pistons of the paddle-axle recoiled once and then

  twice. The finned wheels threshed the water in two precise strokes.




  The Birkenhead seemed to glide clear of the obstruction and there was a subdued cheer from some of the troops on the deck. But no sooner had the paddles stopped than the sea carried the

  hull forward again. The grinding of metal on rock and the rending of timbers rang hideously loud in the stillness of the night air. In the forward troop-deck, the last of the riflemen to push their

  way towards the companion-ladders heard the sound at their backs and turned to see with horror the entire bulkhead buckle and burst under the thundering weight of sea. Far below the ship’s

  waterline, there was no escape for them. Men and their equipment were caught in the swirl of dark water, clutching at chairs or tables as the foul bilge water reached them first. It was no sudden

  death. Ten or fifteen minutes might pass before the last obstinate pocket of air was driven out and the few survivors were forced against the upper deck-beams, holding their breath against the cold

  flood overwhelming them until their lungs burst.




  On the main deck, Colonel Seton had established order among the survivors of the depot companies, his company commanders taking up the cry, ‘Fall in, in drill stations!’ Seton

  himself was with his 74th Highlanders when Frank Chamberlain slipped across to take his farewell of young Joey Morant-Barham.




  ‘Well, old fellow, I don’t suppose we shall all of us come out of this with our feet dry. But if you do, and I don’t, and if there should be a court of inquiry, do tell them

  that the drivelling old idiot commanding the ship sank us by going astern off a rock, when the only thing that might save us was slow ahead. I ain’t a wet-bob but I know that much!’




  They shook hands firmly, and Chamberlain marched away to his regiment.




  On the bridge, Captain Salmond heard the inrush of water at the bows swelling to a mighty flood. Belatedly, he came to the same conclusion as Frank Chamberlain.




  ‘Let go the bower cable, Mr Hetherington! Keep her on the rock, if you can. Once she slips off now, there’s no holding her.’




  But the tone of the messages brought by runners from the lower decks was hardly encouraging. The forward holds were under water and there was nothing for it but to draw the soldiers and their

  hand-pumps back, abandoning part of the ship to the sea. It was ten minutes since the Birkenhead had struck the reef and already the stern was beginning to lift clear of the water as the

  bows settled. The paddle-wheels hung idle and the trail of smoke from the thin black funnel was replaced by the whistle of escaping steam.




  ‘Mr Archibald,’ said Salmond softly to his gunner, ‘fire the pivot-guns. They may be seen by some of the settlements or by another ship.’




  As the gunner doubled away, Salmond’s officers looked down and saw the troopers of the 12th Lancers herding their chargers from the horse-boxes on the main deck, driving them towards the

  port gangway-opening. One after another the terrified animals were half-pushed and half-thrown by the men over the side of the ship and into the dark surges.




  ‘Poor brutes!’ said Hetherington.




  ‘Those poor brutes can swim, Mr Hetherington,’ said Salmond tersely. ‘They don’t like it, but they may reach land long before you or I.’




  The gunner reappeared, breathless.




  ‘The entire foredeck is awash, sir! No way through to the magazine and in any case the shells for the pivot guns must be under water already.’




  A great weariness appeared to settle on Captain Salmond.




  ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Mr Hetherington, order the firing of the distress rockets.’




  The officers on the quarter-deck busied themselves in letting off the flares. The dark blue flash of the rockets lit the surrounding water in a garish pyrotechnic display. A score of the

  sputtering missiles rose in their long arc and then glided down, settling on the sea like so many malevolent birds, continuing to burn with a slow blue fire which cast its sickly light over the

  wreck of the Birkenhead.




  The last of the horses, hysterical with fear, had been pushed into the purplish gloom with a floundering splash. Regimental companies waited in drill order, their commanders before them and a

  group of women and children huddled close to each formation.




  ‘Mr Hetherington!’ called Salmond, ‘an account of the ship’s boats, if you please.’




  Hetherington consulted the list which had been brought him.




  ‘Both main pinnaces wrecked by falling spars, sir, at the moment of striking the rock. Port and starboard paddle-box boats ready for lowering. Ship’s cutter prepared, and two small

  gigs, sir.’




  ‘And the complement now?’




  ‘Four hundred men mustered, sir, all others lost below decks. Fifty crew, including Royal Marines on guard. All women and children safe, sir, one hundred and thirty of them all

  told.’




  Salmond straightened up from the rail on which he had been leaning.




  ‘My compliments to Colonel Seton. The boats must be lowered at once. Will he have the goodness to see the women and children safely into them? The men must stand fast or their numbers will

  swamp the boats.’




  As he spoke, the hull shifted again under their feet and there was a distant sound of crumbling wood and metal. Steam from the boilers was now escaping in a deafening hiss but Salmond was so

  absorbed in his task that he hardly seemed to notice such distractions. His officers looked down on the scene below where their men scurried to lower the two boats carried on the paddle-boxes.

  Ropes had been hoisted over one of the yard-arms to form makeshift davits for the port boat. Teams of pig-tailed sailors hauled on the lines until the boat swung up and over the ship’s rail,

  suspended with the swell of the sea below it. As the little craft hung just under the level of the yard-arm there was an abrupt crack and the makeshift tackle snapped. The stern of the boat fell

  with a splintering of board on to the rail of the Birkenhead. Like actors in a grim farce, the sailors left the wrecked lifeboat and raced across to the starboard paddle-box to assist

  in lowering the other boat. The soldiers of the depot companies stood impassively at attention, their faces lit by the faint blue light of the rocket-floats.




  Salmond watched them swing the starboard boat up from its paddle-box and clear of the ship’s rail. But he could see that the ropes were too thick and the blocks too small. This might not

  have mattered so much if the crane-pins and sheave-pins of the lowering gear had been scraped free of rust regularly and coated with tallow and black lead to preserve and lubricate the mechanism.

  But there was no time for such luxuries in the routine of a ship like the Birkenhead. The starboard lowering-gear creaked and then jammed hopelessly, leaving the lifeboat suspended at

  a steep angle half-way down the ship’s side. There seemed no question of being able to free it in the time that was left.




  On the other side, however, the cutter had been lowered. Even there, when the boat was ten feet above the waves, the forward tackle gave, parting with a loud snap, so that the bows crashed to

  the water, spilling into the breakers the four men who had been paying out the tackle within the boat itself. By the time that the angle of the boat had been righted, there was no sign of the heads

  which had bobbed briefly among the waves.




  The gangway was open, the rope ladder thrown down the wet and pitching plates of the hull. Colonel Seton strode across to the rail with two of his officers and, to the surprise of the onlookers,

  the three of them drew their swords.




  ‘Let the women and children through,’ he said firmly. ‘The women and children first.’




  Salmond heard him and thought to himself that the cutter would not hold a quarter of the women and children. One or two smaller boats might be got away in the time left. Perhaps they would hold

  the remainder of the men’s families but it would be a damn close-run thing. For the men themselves there was nothing but to remain as they were on the sloping deck of the doomed ship, in

  regimental order as precise and well-disciplined as if it had been a review at Woolwich or in Windsor Park.




  The cutter was already full and pulling away from the ship’s side under the command of a youthful midshipman. A huddle of women and crying children who had been left behind attracted

  Cornet Morant-Barham’s attention. He watched them miserably. Presently a small pinnace was lowered and Colonel Seton, glancing down once to see that it was secured, called softly,




  ‘Down you go then! Smartly as you can!’




  When the women and their children had already overloaded the frail craft, he held his sword across the gangway opening.




  ‘No more in this one,’ he said gently.




  Morant-Barham saw to his horror that one of the distraught women who had been turned back was Janet, and that she was coming towards him, weeping incoherently with fright. He moved to her, not

  knowing what to do. At that moment, the last of the fugitives to be permitted through, tousled, grimy and aged beyond her years, turned and saw the weeping girl. She ducked back under Seton’s

  sword.




  ‘Ah’m staying wi’ Atherton,’ she said firmly, and limped away to find the Fusiliers so that she might take up her vigil as close to him as possible.




  Morant-Barham caught Janet by the arm, thrusting her forward. As he did so, he drew from his pocket a little wash-leather bag, heavy with the weight of sovereigns, and pressed it into her

  hand.




  ‘Now’s your chance, old girl,’ he said encouragingly. ‘It ain’t much of a chance, even if you get safe to England. But such as it is, you shall take it.’




  He thrust her past Seton and turned away again before she was helped down the rope ladder by the sailors.




  From the quarter-deck, Captain Salmond could see by the light of the flares that two of the little boats had pulled far enough away from the ship to be out of any danger, while a third was just

  casting off. There was a deep rumbling, far down in the hull of the Birkenhead, and the frame of the vessel shuddered more violently. Not a man of the ten depot companies moved. One of

  Salmond’s midshipmen noticed a dozen women still waiting with several small children clinging to their skirts and howling. He called to an officer beside this forlorn little group.




  ‘The last of the boats is trimmed!’




  A captain of the Highlanders escorted them to their final hope of rescue from the sinking troop-ship. At this critical moment, for the first and last time, one of the ranks of a depot company

  broke. Three soldiers, maddenened by the fear of death and drowning, knew that their fate would be sealed in a minute more. They broke from their comrades and rushed the gangway opening where the

  rope ladder hung above the last of the boats. Morant-Barham turned to his groom at his side and took his pistol, which the man was holding for him. He aimed it carefully at the back of the nearest

  fugitive and fired. The soldier stopped suddenly as though he had run into an invisible wall, and fell. The sword of a lieutenant of Highlanders flashed dully in the gloom and a second man crumpled

  to his knees, his hand scrabbling feebly behind him at the long wound. The third man reached the rail and seeing the pinnace cast off, threw himself over the ship’s side in an hysterical

  resolve to reach it. He fell into the water, his head bobbed briefly and then, with arms uplifted in a last appeal, he sank beneath the dark waves.




  There were no more boats to lower and the sudden inactivity produced an uneasy calm on the ship. The grinding of the bows on the reef, under the pressure of the long rolling swell, was heard

  clearly by those in the little boats. Then the men on the main-deck were thrown in a convulsive rolling movement as the Birkenhead’s prow seemed to leap into the air and fall back. A

  long splintering of heavy timbers mingled with the demonic shriek of torn metal as the ripped bows of the ship broke clean away and subsided into the churning water to boil and foam by the

  reef.




  In the blue light of the distress flares the women and children in the boats could still see the regiments paraded on the deck. For all the crashing of the waves against the broken hull, it was

  possible for these survivors to catch some of the shouted commands as the men were marched aft to the greater safety of the ship’s stern. Presently there was another sound, softer and more

  general. It grew in volume as more and more of the men on the decks took it up. It was not a prayer nor a hymn, but both prayer and hymn, and something more to the doomed regiments. The first words

  were lost but the women in the boats soon made out the rest and wept at the hopeless bravery of the men who defied their fate.




  

    

      

        

          

            . . . Send her victorious,




            Happy and glorious,




            Long to reign over us. . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  At that moment there was the crackling of a giant hand crumpling tinsel. The funnel of the Birkenhead snapped in two under its own inclining weight, the top half breaking from the

  restraining cables and crashing to the deck in a shower of sparks from burning soot. The angle of the ship was steeper now, the stern clear of the water, the rudder hanging in mid-air, the paddles

  aloft like huge and idle mill-wheels. With the toppling of the funnel, nothing remained of the superstructure but the mainmast and maintopmast at the stern with sails reefed. Captain Salmond turned

  to the paraded regiments and cupped his hands.




  ‘All men who can swim, leap overboard and make towards the boats!’




  The men waited, expecting Colonel Seton’s order. But Seton was in stern conference with his officers. A moment later he turned to the ranks of waiting soldiers.




  ‘Every man must understand,’ he said firmly, ‘that the boats containing the women and children are already full. It is our duty to stay steady here and give those others their

  chance of life. If the boats are swamped or capsized, then no man, woman, nor child will survive in the sea. By accepting our fate as Englishmen, by doing that duty which our Queen and country

  expect of us, we may at least save those whose lives must be dearer to us than our own. Let every man remember that the eyes of posterity are upon him and his conduct now. All regiments will stand

  fast!’




  The red lines of the foot soldiers in their white blanco’d webbing, the blue and gold tunic’d files of cavalry, stood stiff and motionless. Not a rank was broken again. Subalterns

  and senior officers walked slowly before their companies, speaking encouragement during the last agony of the Birkenhead. Fifty men of the Royal Marines, part of Captain

  Salmond’s complement, stood guard at their posts on the sloping deck. There was no knowing exactly how long the stern and midships section of the wreck might survive in the rising sea and the

  fresher wind which now whipped and snapped at loose rope-ends and chilled the men’s faces. It might be half an hour, it would certainly not be an hour. The men concentrated their thoughts on

  the hope which remained for the women and children. They put sternly from their minds their own fates and those of the few men who survived trapped far below in the hull, gasping in the hot and

  fetid pockets of air while the foul bilge-water lapped round their shoulders and the remainder of their lives was measured in long aching breaths.




  The only stroke of mercy shown by the elements came in shortening the suffering of the men. Scarcely ten minutes after Colonel Seton’s last order, the shattered hull of the

  Birkenhead was lifted by a powerful swell. A mighty crack reverberated like the parting of a great beam. Those in the lifeboats watched in silent terror as the ship slid into her final

  plunge, the men of the depot companies slithering forward and being drawn down in the strong suction of the water that closed over the dark hull. For a minute or two the maintopmast at the stern

  remained above water, a score of men clinging to the cold and slippery timber. One by one, they surrendered to the aching numbness in their hands and fell headlong into the sea.




  A general wail of despair and fear rose from the women and children in the boats as the Birkenhead went down. Then there was a complete and terrible silence with nothing visible on the

  broad surface of the sea but the heads of a few men who clung to the flotsam of beams, broken spars and decking which the first impact had torn from the ship. All their comrades had been dragged

  down in the whirl of the lethal undertow. The deep blue lights of the rocket floats began to flicker and then, each in turn, the flames dwindled and vanished. In the last moments of the faint blue

  light, the survivors heard the screams of men in a pain that was more swift and rending than the agony of drowning. It was a sound which caused some of the women to stop their ears, while others

  saw the sinister black peak of fins cutting the water, against the guttering blue light of the floats. Fast and sure, the sharks closed upon the debris of the wreck, weaving among the flotsam to

  snatch their human prey.




  There was no help that those in the heavily-laden boats could offer as they drifted away from the horror of Danger Rock, carried by the swift tide. The last boat to be launched, the little gig,

  drifted further and faster than the others until it was separated from them by almost a mile of ocean. There was just light enough from moon and stars for its occupants to make out the faces of

  their neighbours, some weeping and moaning, others sitting in deep, silent shock. Not twenty minutes after the Birkenhead had foundered, one of the women in the gig cried, ‘Look! Look!

  Look here!’ There was a confused struggle. At first her companions, searching the starlit sea for sign of rescue, had not realized that she was pointing to something in the boat. Then two or

  three of the others joined her, wrestling to tear the cloak which was wrapped tightly round one of the survivors.




  ‘Dear God!’ said an old woman, ‘it’s one of the men! In a woman’s cloak!’




  ‘’e’s a hofficer too!’ said a young woman softly.




  ‘Saved ’isself in women’s clothes, on’y kep’ ’is tunic and breeches underneath!’
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