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White’s, London, spring 1808


‘In fine, I really don’t see how we can go on for much longer.’


The words cut through the drone of talk at the table like a knife. ‘You may leave us,’ one of the diners told the steward of the exclusive London club. The man bowed and retired, drawing the double doors of the private dining room firmly closed.


‘Charles, you choose the most awkward times to make your opinions known.’ Cuthbert Hertford, a portly man in blue and buff, drew appreciatively on his Havana and, with a droll glance at the speaker, added, ‘Even if we’d no doubt be entertained to hear it.’


‘I mean it, sir.’


The others paid wary attention to Charles Brougham, the elegantly dressed individual whose features held the ruthless austerity to be expected of the head of one of the oldest and largest trading firms on the floor of the London Stock Exchange.


‘How so?’


‘Do I need to spell it out? Here we have the Continental System, Boney’s answer to Trafalgar. And it’s working, God help us.’ He lifted his port glass and peered into it as though it were a crystal ball. Bonaparte’s sweeping declaration of a state of blockade against Great Britain had included savage penalty for any nation trading with her, and after his recent crushing successes on the Continent, few dared.


‘Now the French have taken Lisbon we have to accept that the entire shore of Europe, from Cádiz to Königsberg is shut in our faces. Near all our natural market denied us – we can’t import what we need and, worse, our undoubted leadership in manufacturing and industry is as dross if we can’t place our goods in the marketplace.’


‘We’ve suffered worse, dear fellow. The League of Armed Neutrality not so long ago? A direct threat to our freedom of the seas, and all it needed was for us to send in our glorious Admiral Nelson to knock heads together and they saw reason directly.’


‘Hmmph. It seems to have escaped your notice that things are much different now. The old ways are not open to us and—’


‘You said we can’t go on, Charles,’ a dry, intense individual interrupted. With a sharp, legal mind, John Newton was principal director in a sizeable canal enterprise and had every reason to fear these words.


‘Too much has turned against us recently. Boney’s system was a near dead letter while we could ship in and out of Denmark. A neutral, all our exports went into Husum or Tonningen as a paper trade, for re-export under the Danish flag a few miles overland to the Continent at large. A sovereign highway into Europe as served us well.’


‘And now we’ve laid waste to Copenhagen …’


‘It’s closed to us.’


‘There’s still one who defies Boney.’


‘Sweden? Our ally, yes, but with a deranged autocrat on the throne and the country having no convenient border with the Continent, a lost cause, a liability. And besides which …’ He paused significantly. ‘Do I need to remind you? Russia has declared war on us and must now be accounted the enemy.’


A brutal, conservative and backward nation of unknown millions and with a large navy, it was about to turn the Baltic into a Russian lake.


‘So the Baltic is lost to us. Why on earth can’t you merchantry open up somewhere else?’ Newton asked. ‘The Spanish-American colonies spring to mind.’


‘Let me answer that,’ Richard Egremont, a precise and quiet man in curiously plain attire, intervened. ‘I know I’m a guest here tonight, but pray give me leave perhaps to enlighten some.


‘You are all captains of industry or bankers with concerns of your own. I am at a Treasury desk and see figures in the aggregate. And I’m grieved to say that, in my opinion, Charles is in no wise guilty of exaggeration. The situation is dire, gentlemen, and I cannot readily conceive how we might recover from it.’


‘What is it that you see, Richard?’


‘This Baltic trade is our tenderest point and he who severs it brings us to our knees, to nothing less than capitulation to Bonaparte’s will, I fear.’


‘Oh, come, sir, that is a trifle rich!’


‘Nothing less, Cuthbert. Let me throw you a few figures. The navy demands twenty miles or some such extraordinary amount of rope to set a ship swimming and several times that for wear in its lifetime. Where does this rope hemp come from? Ninety-five per centum by poundage from the inner Baltic. The same can be said of spars, decking timber and so forth, and therefore before long we look to having our sure shield floating about quite helpless for lack of repair.’


He smiled thinly. ‘And there’s worse. Before the late unpleasantness with Denmark, do you know the value of goods carried by our near seven thousand ships a year going through the Sound?’


‘A pretty penny, you’ll be telling us, Richard.’


‘You may believe it. If we take all other trade we conduct, wherever in the world, then our commerce with the Baltic is more than twice this entirely added together.’


‘Good God – I’d no idea!’


‘And a last figure, and one I ask you refrain from repeating lest it cause undue dismay.’


‘Say away, I beg.’


‘Very well. It is that after our lamentable harvest of the past year there is a shortage of grain in these islands in the calamitous amount of some twenty per centum. A fifth of our people therefore will have no bread and must starve, are we not to take steps? In the past it’s been our practice to mount a grain convoy or two to obtain the deficiency from beyond our shores. But …’


‘From the Baltic.’


‘Just so. Prussian wheat and Russian corn. Both now denied us.’


‘And time is running out.’


‘Quite, Cuthbert. But my immediate concern is that the Baltic ice is, as we speak, giving way and a host of merchants find the season for sailing is now open to them. They must have answer – dare they sail into the pit?’




Chapter 1
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The anchorage at the Great Nore


His Majesty’s Frigate Tyger came to, her bower plunging down to take the ground at last. She carried two prisoners, Count Trampe, the Danish governor of Iceland, and Jørgen Jørgensen, its self-styled king, to be landed into the custody of Sheerness dockyard, and a new-wed lady to step ashore.


For Kydd the last few weeks had been dream-like, a procession of unforgettable scenes, from the Stygian dark landscape of Iceland pierced by the glitter of vast glaciers, the fumaroles, the blue lakes, the wheeling gyrfalcons – and the vows solemnly exchanged in a timber cathedral.


And now he and Persephone were one, man and wife; there was not a soul on the face of the good earth who was as happy as he.


‘Sir?’ Bowden, his second lieutenant, proffered a paper with a faint smile playing.


‘Oh, yes, thank you.’ Kydd dashed off a signature and, too late, realised he hadn’t stopped to check what he was signing. He collected himself: it would not do for the captain to be seen adrift in his intellects even if there were good reasons for it.


However, this was no doubt the fair copy of his brief report to be forwarded to Admiral Russell on blockade off the Dutch coast with the North Sea Squadron he’d left at Yarmouth. It told of the recent happenings in the north and the necessity to land the two main players in the drama to be dealt with by higher authorities in London. They had already been sent off, with his main report to the Admiralty, who would either detain him as a material witness or release him to resume his duties with the North Sea Squadron.


‘Ah, Mr Bowden. A favour of you, if I may.’


‘Sir?’


‘Would you be so kind as to conduct Lady Kydd to the residence of her parents for me?’


‘Of course, Sir Thomas. I would be honoured.’


With a stab of tenderness, Kydd knew that it was only the first of the many partings that sea service would demand of him but this, so soon after their marrying, would be harder than any. Feeling a twinge of guilt, he didn’t envy her what she had to do. Not only had she to let her father and mother know that she had not disappeared and was very much alive but also that she was now wed to a man they detested.


They had lunch together before she left, a quiet occasion and charged with bitter-sweet feeling – and then it was time to part. Kydd saw her over the side, and as the boat shoved off into the grey sea for the distant shore his heart went out to the lonely figure carrying his hopes and love. She waved once and he responded self-consciously, watching until they were out of sight, then went below without a word.


The Admiralty’s response, when it came, was neither of the possibilities he’d foreseen. He was not required in the matters of Jørgensen and Count Trampe but neither was he to re-join the squadron. Instead he was to hold his command in readiness for duties as yet not determined.


It was odd, a first-class frigate not snapped up for immediate employment, but he’d seen before how, in their mysterious way, the Admiralty had chosen to deploy a pawn on their chessboard to effect a grand strategic move that made perfect sense later – the tasking of L’Aurore so soon after Trafalgar came to mind. That had taken him to the Cape of Good Hope and conquest of an entire colony at the end of the world.


In a surge of delight he realised what it meant: not needed for a routine idleness and away from an admiral’s eye, he was free to take leave with his bride – a telegraphed communication with Plymouth would have him notified within an hour or so of any orders.


Blank-faced, his first lieutenant, Bray, had accepted charge of the ship and, accompanied by Tysoe, Kydd was quickly on the road for the Lockwood mansion. By now Persephone would have broken her news but as a precaution he took rooms at a nearby inn and sent on a message.


Her reply was instant: ‘Come!’


Kydd immediately set off. He had been to the Arctic regions but nothing was as frigid as the Lockwood drawing room where he was received.


‘I’m obliged to remark it, sir, I find your conduct with my daughter impossible to forgive. You have—’


‘Father, you promised …’ Persephone said, with a look of warning.


Her arm was locked in Kydd’s, and she was the picture of happiness. None but those of the hardest of hearts could have condemned her. After an awkward pause, it seemed the admiral was not to be numbered in their company and he gave a mumbled blessing on their union. At the dinner that followed he even found occasion to reprove his wife, telling her that the pair had chosen their path together and let that be an end to it.


The strained atmosphere slowly thawed and by the time Kydd had expressed his sincere admiration for the oil painting in pride of place above the mantelpiece, a remarkably accurate depiction of the sea battle of Camperdown, he and the admiral were in animated conversation discussing technical features with growing mutual appreciation and respect. Kydd was touched by Persephone’s secret smile of relief.


It took more effort to win around Lady Lockwood, who sat mutely, her eyes obstinately averted. Only a suggestion of a reception in honour of their marriage brought forth any conversation.




Chapter 2
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One more duty awaited. ‘My love, I do believe that my dear parents would find it strange if I don’t make introduction of my bride.’


‘Of course, Thomas! I’m so anxious – what will they think of me?’


Kydd held back a grin but quickly sobered. This visit of all things would reveal to her just how humble were his origins, the true status of the family into which she’d married. She knew he’d been a pressed man and probably suspected he came from yeoman stock but, no doubt in deference to his feelings, had never pursued it further. Now she would discover the truth.


Evening was drawing in when the coach made the corner and began the hard pull up the busy Guildford high street.


Kydd let the sensations of a home-coming wash over him: the old baker’s yard, the little alley to his dame school, the shops that crowded together, all smaller than he recalled but still there, quite the same, while he had changed so much. Some he barely remembered: the apothecary shop with its dusty human bones, the pastry emporium, the rival perruquier now long transformed to a haberdashery, still others. He felt her hand on his, squeezing, then caught her look of loving understanding and, yet again, marvelled at his lot in life.


The horses toiled further, and just before the Romanesque plainness of the Tunsgate columns they slowed and took a wide swing into the medieval entrance of the Angel posting-house. Persephone was handed down and immediately went back to the high street where she looked around, admiring, and exclaimed, ‘What a charming town.’


Kydd stood awkwardly by her. ‘As this was my life for so long – but I can hardly remember it, truly.’ Although he was in plain clothes, the innkeeper immediately recognised him. The best rooms in the Angel were his – and be damned to the bookings!


They sat companionably by the fire in the snug, cradling a negus, while a messenger was sent to ask if it would be at all inconvenient for him to call. His mother would fuss but at least she would have some warning. Both her children had left home: Cecilia to life as a countess, married to Kydd’s closest friend, Nicholas Renzi, now Lord Farndon, and he to fame as a sea hero. How was she coping on her own with his blind father?


As they sat together, Kydd haltingly told Persephone of his youth in Guildford: making wigs in the shop that they’d presently walk past, being brutally taken up by the press-gang in Merrow – and when, as a young seaman, his father’s failing sight had obliged him to give up the sea and return to wig-making, his soul-searing desolation cut short by Renzi’s brilliant idea to start a school on naval lines …


The thoughts and memories rushed by, and then the breathless messenger came back, wide-eyed, relaying expressions of delight: Kydd’s parents were expecting him home this very minute.


Arm in arm, Kydd and Persephone went up the little path by the red-brick Holy Trinity Church, making for the road now called School Lane. Above the school buildings the blue ensign flew proudly from a trim mast and single yard. The place looked in fine order, its neat front garden in fresh bloom, testament to his mother’s delight in flowers, a white picket fence setting it off from the quadrangle beyond.


‘Sir T, ahoy!’ came a bellow. Jabez Perrott, the school’s boatswain, stumped up on his wooden leg, with a grin that split his face in two. ‘An’ ye’re castin’ anchor for a space?’


‘It’s right good to see you again, Mr Perrott,’ Kydd said, with feeling, shaking his hand, still with the calloused hardness of the deep-sea mariner. He turned to introduce Persephone. ‘This is, um, Lady Kydd, my wife.’ He was still not used to it. ‘How goes the school?’


‘Oragious, Sir T! We had, b’ Michaelmas last, five lads as followed the sea, an’ many more who’s got their heart set on’t.’


‘Well done, sir!’ Kydd said, in sincere admiration. ‘I’ll see you at colours tomorrow.


‘Now, you’ll pardon, I have to pay duty to my parents. Carry on, please.’


With Persephone on his arm and unsure what he’d find, Kydd knocked on the door.


It flew open and his mother stood there, beaming. She hugged and hugged him, murmuring endearments, a frail, diminished figure but still full of life. ‘How do I see ye, son?’ she managed, unable to take her eyes from his. ‘Ye’re well?’


‘Very well, Ma,’ Kydd said awkwardly, then brought Persephone forward. ‘Ma, I’d like you to meet Persephone, who must now be accounted my wife.’


His mother blinked, as if not understanding. Then her eyes widened as she took in Persephone’s elegant appearance and hastily curtsied.


Concerned, Persephone raised her up and said gently, ‘Thomas is now my husband, Mrs Kydd, who I do swear I will care for with my life.’


‘Oh, well, yes, o’ course,’ she said, clearly flustered. ‘Please t’ come in, won’t ye both?’


Kydd’s father was in the parlour and, hearing them enter, rose creakily. ‘How are ye, son?’ he said, his eyes sightlessly searching for him.


‘I’m well, Father, and I’ve brought my new wife, Persephone.’


Mr Kydd jerked up in surprise. ‘Any family I knows?’ he asked at length, as she came forward and took his hands in hers.


‘No, Pa. I married her … I wed her in Iceland,’ he said, with a chuckle, then thought better of it. ‘Who comes from an old English family …’


‘From Somerset,’ Persephone put in softly.


It was all a bit much for the elderly couple and the evening meal passed in an awed hush. Kydd took his cue from Persephone, who brightly praised her first encounter with Guildford, remarking on the sights and mentioning as an aside how they had met in Plymouth and again in a foreign place, where they determined they could not be apart any longer.


‘An’ where will you live?’ his mother asked hopefully.


‘In Devonshire, where the air is bracing and healthy, and the victuals not to be scorned,’ Kydd said firmly. ‘And not so far by mail-coach, Ma.’


In the morning there was nothing for it but to muster at the main-mast, the boatswain fierce and unbending before the assembled pupils of the Guildford Naval Academy, standing in strict line, eyes agog to see the sea hero they had been told about so often.


Kydd was in uniform, albeit without his knightly ornaments, the quantities of gold lace of a post-captain quite sufficient for the occasion, and he stood next to the headmaster, Mr Partington, now a gowned and majestic dominie. His prim wife took her place behind him.


‘Pipe!’


The ensign rose in reverent silence, the squeal of the boatswain’s call piercing and clear above the muffled bustle of the town. To Kydd’s ears it was so expressive of the sea’s purity against the dross of land.


‘Ship’s comp’ny present ’n’ correct. Sir!’


‘Very well.’ Kydd stepped forward to say his piece, but he was put off balance by the scores of innocent faces before him as they waited for words of courage and hope. In desperate times at sea he’d fiercely addressed his ship’s company before battle but now he found he couldn’t think what to say.


‘A fine body of men,’ came a fierce whisper behind him. He repeated the words and she went on to hiss, ‘As fills you with confidence for England’s future … only if they faithfully and diligently pay attention to their grammar and reckonings … that the good captain-headmaster is taking pains to teach them …’


The awed students were dismissed to their lessons and Kydd was escorted on a tour of the classrooms, where he bestowed compliments and earnest assurances that the subordinate clause was indeed a handy piece of knowledge to hoist inboard for use at sea.


He was touched by the little building at the back that had been made to resemble a frigate’s mess-deck. There, industrious boys bent hitches and worked knots under the severe eye of Boatswain Perrott – and at the right and proper time took their victuals, like the tarry-breeked seamen they so wanted to be.


A civic reception was a grander occasion and, in full dress with sword and sash, Kydd spoke rousing words of confidence to the great and good of Guildford. He then accompanied the mayor out on to the town-hall balcony beneath the great clock to address the citizenry much as, long ago, after the battle of Camperdown, Admiral Onslow had invited Kydd up to join him as one who had made his victory possible.


It was unreal, a dream – he’d changed beyond all recognition since those days and needed time to take it all in.


Kydd took Persephone to see the old castle, the weathered grey stones just as massive and enduring as he remembered, then down to the River Wey, its gliding placidity reaching out to him in its gentle existence. They followed the tow-path, silent and companionable, letting the tranquillity work on them until it was time to return to his parents.


‘We have to be off now, Ma,’ Kydd said quietly, ‘to see to our estate, to set up our home.’


‘Yes, m’ darling. I know ye’ll be happy there, wi’ your Persephone. Do come an’ visit when ye can, son.’




Chapter 3
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Duty done, and knowing that their time together would be brief, they posted down to Ivybridge. There, they took horse for Combe Tavy and the old manor they had chosen. As Kydd dismounted before the dilapidated Tudor building, he was dismayed to catch the sparkle of tears in Persephone’s eyes. ‘My love – what is it? We’ll soon have the place squared away, all a-taunto, never fear.’


She clung to him, but when she turned to speak he saw she was radiantly smiling through her tears. ‘Oh, Thomas, dear Thomas! I’m such a silly, do forgive me. It’s just that I’m so happy.’


He kissed her tenderly.


The old couple caretaking were surprised to see them. ‘We thought as you’d forgotten us, sir,’ Appleby said, aggrieved. ‘The manor needs a mite o’ work, an’ that’s no error!’


‘It does,’ Kydd agreed. ‘And we will make it so, for this is our home as we shall be moving into, just as soon as we may.’


Mrs Appleby clasped her hands in glee. ‘How wonderful!’ she exclaimed. ‘To see Knowle Manor have life in it once more!’


There was no time to lose. They made tour of the house, noting what had to be done, and by the time Tysoe arrived in a cart with their luggage they had enough to set priorities. That evening they sat down to a fine rabbit pie, Mrs Appleby wringing her hands at the sight of such a humble dish to set before them.


With imperturbable dignity Tysoe did the honours as butler, finding among the few remaining bottles in the cellar a very passable Margaux, and afterwards, replete, Persephone and Thomas Kydd sat in bare chairs by the fire and began to plan.


By his sturdy wardship of the manor, Appleby had earned his place as steward, and his wife was well suited to serve as cook. Lady Kydd would require a maid, of course, and there would be need of others, but these could wait while workmen attended to repairs and furbishing.


Kydd insisted that the land must remain wild for the time being – after all, the manor had first to be made fit for his lady. Furniture, hangings, fitments, stables, horses, a carriage, it was never-ending.


In the days that followed, from the chaos came forth order, and by the third day, after expeditions to Exeter and Plymouth, something like a degree of comfort and refinement was beginning to take form.


Then Persephone suggested they should take their first steps to enter in upon the acquaintance of their neighbours and tenants. ‘My darling – you are Lord of the Manor, at an eminence in Combe Tavy, and must make yourself known.’


For Tom Kydd, one-time wig-maker of Guildford, it felt like a fairy tale. He was now Sir Thomas Kydd and of the landed gentry, come to take up his seigneury as local squire and magistrate: his land and his people. With Lady Kydd at his side, a village ox roast passed off in fine style. At first awed then delighted that a famed frigate captain, lately in the national news – and so handsome with his beautiful lady – had chosen to make his ancestral home among them, they flocked up to be noticed.


Kydd made acquaintance with them all: the red-faced, brawny blacksmith Tovey, the one-eyed innkeeper Jenkins, the white-haired and seamed old sheep farmer Davies, these with their being so firmly one with the land.


On the eighth day they had visitors.


‘When we received your letter I had to sit down and cry,’ Kydd’s sister Cecilia confessed, after hugging them both. ‘So romantic! To see you two together at last …’ She dabbed her eyes. ‘Do forgive us for the intrusion but we had to come – and we’ve brought some little things in the hope we can have a house-warming party.’ She went to the door and beckoned. In came a succession of footmen bearing carefully wrapped delicacies, which found their place on the kitchen table.


It was a decisive moment. As the celebration warmed Kydd realised that a point in his life had been reached. This was no longer a dream, it was the reality. For the rest of his days this would be the centre of his existence, all else to be at a radius of so far from here, where his heart truly was.


Persephone had been adamant about his future, saying, ‘My dear Thomas, I knew from the first time we met each other that you were of the sea, born to it and never to be parted from it. I accept this – if you gave it up you would be only half the man and that I could not bear. You shall go to your Tyger and have adventures without counting, then return to me. And I shall be content at that.’


In trust and confidence he would sail away over the horizon to who knew what lay ahead in the knowledge that he would come back to Persephone, their home and hearth together. It was incredible after all his years a-wandering, but it was true: he had put down roots.


Several days later a messenger from Plymouth Dock arrived with the expected summons, a terse one-line signal from his first lieutenant. ‘Orders received on board.’


It was time.


The whispered promises, the touch of a hand, a look in the eyes – this was what untold numbers of naval wives had endured over the centuries as the price of Britannia keeping the seas as her own. He must now depart, and while he faced the perils and decisions of war, she would be left to hide her fears and live on for him.


‘My darling, you go with my eternal love,’ she breathed, distractedly adjusting his neckcloth. ‘Promise to write.’ In a shaky voice, she continued, ‘I’ve packed more shirts, you’re sure to need them, and your cravats and … and …’ She bit her lip and turned to Tysoe. ‘You’ll look after him for me, won’t you? Of course you will.’ Her voice softened and she brought out a little package. ‘This is for you.’


The man took it.


‘Classical poetry. You didn’t know, did you, Thomas, that Tysoe in his off-duty hours takes pleasure in a well-turned conceit, the shining phrase?’


Tears sprang: a last embrace and then into the carriage, a final wave and sight of the inexpressibly dear figure standing forlornly – and Kydd was on his way to war.




Chapter 4
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The Cabinet Room, 10 Downing Street


‘It’s as bad as that,’ confirmed Lord Bathurst, president of the Board of Trade. A heavy silence descended on the table.


‘Can’t we—’


‘No!’ Canning, the foreign minister, snapped. Perceval was chancellor of the Exchequer but, in his view, by no means possessed of a sound perspective on foreign affairs.


‘I was only going to suggest,’ he responded cattily, ‘that, with these adversities before us, we revisit Fox’s treating for peace. While we still hold a modicum of influence, not to say military force.’


Portland, the ailing prime minister at the centre of the table, looked up wearily and said weakly, ‘Chancellor, we’ve been into this before and—’


Canning cut in impatiently, ‘Bonaparte’s sworn to extirpate these islands, all that stands between him and the world at his feet. Why should he talk peace now?’


‘Surely the question should be, do we abandon the Baltic or no?’ 


Castlereagh’s languid tone seemed to goad the ambitious Canning. ‘Given the figures we’ve heard,’ he retorted venomously, ‘for those with any backbone at all, the question most certainly is, do we force the issue or roll over and die?’


‘Oh? We’d no doubt be gratified to hear of your proposings …’


‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ Portland muttered, and broke into a wretched coughing.


Waiting respectfully for the fit to pass, Perceval asked, ‘Are we not making too much of the hazards? I’m no naval sort of fellow, but it seems to me that the Baltic convoys have served us well in the past. Why don’t we simply double the force of their escorts?’


‘A perfectly rational suggestion, Chancellor.’ It was Mulgrave, the first lord of the Admiralty. ‘With but a single flaw.’


‘Oh?’


‘Your convoy is a capital system to defend against gunboats, privateers and even a cruiser. Here we have quite a different foe – the Russians. With a battle fleet in Kronstadt big enough to give pause even to a Nelson, what do you conceive the result to be should it fall in with a convoy? No escort we could mount could possibly contend with such a weight of metal. This is no solution.’


‘We send ’em in anyway!’ Canning’s brutal riposte came immediately.


‘What can you mean?’


‘Safety in numbers. There’s who knows how many thousands of merchants eager to chance their cargoes. Send ’em in like a shoal of fish – some must get through!’


‘I choose not to hear that, Foreign Minister,’ Mulgrave said cuttingly. ‘And might I remark it, did we not at great cost to our honour lay waste to Copenhagen for the sole purpose of preserving our passage into the Baltic? Is this now to be accounted a nullity, a mistake?’


‘Not so, and you, sir, should know it! By it, Denmark is left with no navy worth a spit and cannot bar our entry in any wise. It’s what awaits us once inside – the Russians.’


‘Then what, sir, is the answer?’


Canning paused for effect, then said, ‘A mighty battle-fleet to enter the Baltic and stay there.’


‘Are you seriously suggesting we create a great fleet out of thin air and—’


‘If the Russians desire to contest our presence then we hand them a Trafalgar and all problems solved!’


Mulgrave sat back heavily. ‘Sir, have you any conception of what you ask? To send a fleet of force into a sea where every shore is hostile, dominated by the enemy? How might we sustain it? The Mediterranean Fleet is supplied by a dozen friendly ports, fresh victuals to be found for the asking, water on friendly coasts. And Cádiz, hours sail only from the naval stores of Gibraltar, the beef of Tetuán. There’s no recourse to anything like it in the Baltic.’


‘Damn it, these are footling details. Get the ships in and worry about that kind of thing later.’


Castlereagh gave a lazy smile, then asked Canning innocently, ‘For myself I’m more exercised over just what this large and expensive armada is expected to do. Float about in one part of the whole looking menacing – while in another the Russians savage our helpless merchantmen? Or scatter in all directions in their defence and thus be unable to face the enemy’s might as one?’


‘You have a better plan?’ Canning hissed.


‘I do.’ Castlereagh became suddenly energised. ‘We achieve our goals in quite another way. Show common cause with the only friend left to us, Sweden. In this way, while the southern shores of the Baltic are all in Bonaparte’s hands, the entire northern region remains free. Besides which, one side of the Sound at least is thereby made secure, guaranteeing our passage in and out.’


‘How is this common cause to be evidenced, pray?’


‘We land a strong military force to take position directly opposite Copenhagen. This will have two purposes – to demonstrate our willingness to come to the aid of an ally, and the other, to stand athwart the likely route of the invasion army, now massing around Denmark.’


Canning glowered but said nothing. 


‘I have my reservations,’ Mulgrave broke in. ‘Any army on a foreign shore must have the navy at its back at all times. It means I must of necessity find a fleet for it in support, in just the same way as the alternative proposition. Where is the advantage?’


‘And for me,’ Bathurst said, concerned, ‘we’re talking here of an intervention in Europe by our own military, the first long-term engagement of its kind on the Continent, an entanglement that could prove disastrous if things turn out against us. We pay subsidies to other countries to carry the war to the enemy. Why not in this case?’


‘We already do,’ muttered Perceval, ‘and in the sum of some hundreds of thousands a month, no less.’


Through the charged atmosphere came a feeble but determined voice. ‘Gentlemen, I have heard you out,’ the prime minister said. ‘And I’m resolved on any action rather than see the Baltic lost to us.’ He lapsed into silence, staring into nothing, as though in misgiving at what he was about to say.


‘Then which of the two is that to be, my lord?’ prompted Canning, leaning forward.


‘It shall be … both.’


‘Sir?’ It was unusual to the point of incredulity that the wasting figure of Portland was taking a firm and positive grip.


‘My lord Castlereagh, do set before me a military expedition of size, say some ten, fifteen thousand for the purpose adduced. Whom do you suppose we should place in command of our only army outside Great Britain save the West Indies? The Duke of York?’


‘Ah, I could not conceive of a more superior commander, my lord, than General Moore, late of Shorncliffe.’


‘Very well, let it be so. First Lord, a fleet to set before that of the Russians. One to command respect and dismay – I leave the numbers to you, bearing in mind that there is no funding in the Treasury for any undertaking on the scale of the creation of an entirely new standing fleet upon station.’


‘Sir,’ Mulgrave said, pained, ‘I do well comprehend the reasons for parsimony in expenditure, but may I be allowed to point out that we have a resource to call upon in the sea service that is not to be reckoned in terms of ships and guns. It is respect. We shall bring out such a company as shall be honoured and feared by any and all. The fleet that enters the Baltic shall be led as flagship by the immortal Nelson’s Victory and have numbered in it the most daring captains of our time. Keats of Superb, Codrington of Orion, Kydd of Tyger and—’


‘Under whose flag?’


The first lord of the Admiralty pondered. ‘For a command of such delicacy and with a seniority worthy of it, I cannot but put forward the name of Admiral Sir James Saumarez. He of St Vincent, the Nile, Algeciras – his honours place him among the foremost commanders of the day and he retains my complete confidence.’


‘I’ve never heard of him, but I let that pass,’ muttered the prime minister. ‘Know only that we have this day made shift to preserve the fortunes of this country and if any do fail us …’




Chapter 5
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HMS Tyger, at anchor, the Great Nore



‘A good leave, Sir Thomas?’ Bray greeted Kydd.


‘Yes, a good leave, Mr Bray, thank you. Now, you have something for me?’


Tyger was in immaculate trim, and his first lieutenant’s assurance that they were stored and watered in expectation was what he’d hoped to hear. He was lucky with his uncompromising second in command.


They lost no time in going below to Kydd’s cabin to open the orders.


Dillon looked up from his work and smiled winningly. ‘A good leave, sir?’


‘Yes, yes, a good leave. Carry on, if you please.’


The order pack was very slim – those concerning a foreign commission of adventure and far roaming were fat with injunctions, signal instructions, coded challenges and so forth.


Kydd broke the seal and on a single sheet all was made clear. ‘We are no longer with the North Sea Squadron, Mr Bray.’


‘Sir?’


‘We’re to join a venture named the “Northern Expedition” assembling in Yarmouth, under the flag of Vice Admiral of the Blue Sir James Saumarez.’


Bray brightened. ‘Damme, but this sounds more my ticket,’ he growled happily. ‘Swinging around an anchor for a couple of months and not a smell o’ powder, it’s not Christian.’


‘Don’t get too exercised, Mr Bray – it looks like it’s going to be fleet work, under eye of a senior admiral.’


There was a knock at the cabin door and Bowden appeared. ‘Oh, I didn’t wish to disturb, sir.’ He waited pointedly.


‘Very well, come in and take your fill of the news,’ Kydd said, with resignation and a weary smile.


‘Thank you, sir. I trust you had a good leave?’


‘Very fine, Mr Bowden, very fine. We’re off to Yarmouth to join an expedition and—’ He broke off at another knocking. ‘Come.’


Brice entered, his expression guileless. ‘Watch-on-deck mustered and correct, sir,’ he said crisply. Then he added shyly, ‘Did you have a good leave, sir?’


‘Be damned to it!’ Kydd spluttered. ‘I’ve a mind to turn up the ship’s company to tell ’em all at once that I had a thundering good leave, thank ’ee.’


The assembly date for the expedition was still three days away but Kydd was keen to know what was in the wind. ‘We proceed in the morning, Mr Bray. Ship is under sailing orders.’


‘Aye aye, sir!’


As his officers left the cabin, Kydd’s thoughts turned to Saumarez. He’d first known him while he’d been commander of the humble Teazer brig-sloop. So long ago now, another life, but he’d never forgotten the courtesy and understanding Saumarez had shown him at a particularly difficult time … and the wounding disappointment he’d made known in what he’d assumed was an incident of Kydd’s moral depravity.


Intelligent, a master of detail and with high expectations of his subordinates, Saumarez would be a fine but demanding commander-in-chief of whatever expedition this was.


The following day Yarmouth Roads were duly raised – and what a spectacle! It brought all Tyger’s crew up to marvel at the biggest assembly of naval might any had seen since Britain had stood alone before Trafalgar – and, glory be, wasn’t that the grand old lady herself, HMS Victory, there at its centre?


‘Their lordships mean some mischief on the enemy, I’m thinking,’ breathed Bray, in admiration.


No less than a dozen battleships at anchor in fine array, their lines of guns a stern portent to any who might think to challenge the rule of the Royal Navy on the high seas.


‘Isn’t that Nelson’s Vanguard – astern of Implacable?’


‘It is,’ Kydd confirmed. He would never forget witnessing Nelson’s selfless order, from that dismasted ship-of-the-line heading for the rocks, to Captain Ball of Alexander to abandon him and preserve his own vessel – and the stout refusal to obey orders that had finally saved Vanguard and the great admiral for further service to their country.


Joyce, the sailing master, rubbed his chin. ‘My eyes are on the barky yonder,’ he said with feeling.


‘Orion?’


‘Aye. Just think on it – she took her first knocks at the First o’ June, then St Vincent, an’ then the Nile before she’s there mauling Frenchies at Trafalgar. Seen her fair share of action, she has.’


Kydd recalled those fevered days. ‘Did you know that Saumarez was her captain at the Nile? Took a bad wound but kept on. I wonder what he’s thinking now.’


‘You were there, Sir Thomas?’


‘Yes, l’tenant only but saw much that night. There – Goliath. It was Foley who led us in, and it was he who had the almighty gall to sail inside their line of anchored ships, which saw us victorious that day.’


It was thrilling – and puzzling. Here was a constellation of names that had resounded down the years, battle-hardened veterans with the habit of victory. What audacious stroke was being contemplated that needed such a splendid band at its centre?




Chapter 6
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‘The last, Sir Thomas,’ said Dillon, with a frown, bringing out the final piece of the morning’s paperwork. ‘And I ask pardon that I must trouble you with such a trifle.’


He handed it across. It was a short letter, painfully written in a child-like hand, dated that same day from HMS Brunswick, Yarmouth Roads, one of the 74-gun ships-of-the-line lying with the fleet.


Kydd glanced at the signature and rank. His eyebrows shot up in astonishment. A volunteer first class, addressing the captain of another ship? They were the lowest form of life, essentially apprentice midshipmen, performing menial tasks.


‘As I know your views on young gentlemen in a ship-of-war,’ Dillon added smoothly, ‘yet I believe deserving of a form of reply.’


Kydd scanned it quickly. ‘So the rascal wants to remove into Tyger. I’m not having it, of course.’


‘We only have two midshipmen aboard, sir, and—’


‘I’ve nothing to say against the beggars as who should stay,’ Kydd rumbled, ‘but a crack frigate is not the place to be learning your trade. Better a ship o’ size where you’re under eye when you make your mistakes.’


‘Some would say the navy demands that all should share in the training up of its future officers.’


Kydd tossed the paper in with the others. ‘That’s as may be. We’ve a reefer in each watch, and that’s enough for me.’


‘Sir, you may have omitted to notice that the youngster comes recommended by a naval school and we may presume therefore he has his nauticals.’


There was a moment of dawning suspicion before Kydd snatched up the letter again and read more slowly. One Christopher Rowan was modestly offering to present a recommendation by his captain-headmaster, Mr B. Partington of the Guildford Naval Academy, in respect of any naval service to which he might see fit to apply. The Kydd School!


Tyger’s captain glanced up suspiciously, but Dillon was absent-mindedly sorting the completed papers, seeming unaware of the Kydd family connection.


‘Ah. Well, that could make a difference,’ he harrumphed. The lad would have got a decent grounding in bends and hitches, knot-work and the sea lingo from the school, and even a solid foundation of the three Rs, more than some he’d known. The stout boatswain Perrott could be relied on not to suffer any charge of his to go out into a stern sea world without the requisites of a good moral compass and a fearless spirit.


He felt himself weakening. ‘We’ve no room for another volunteer,’ he said doubtfully.


‘Sir, I rather thought you’d rate him midshipman. A spare of the breed while he learns?’


‘Um, possibly.’ It was quite within his power to do so, but with one strict proviso. ‘Only if he’s put in his sea time. Regulations – three years afore I can rate him so.’


‘And if he hasn’t?’


‘Then it’s hard luck for him.’ He leaned back with a sigh. ‘Have the duty boat’s crew go to Brunswick and bring the youngster here. I’ll talk to him.’


Ship visiting while at anchor was a sailor’s privilege and that a lowly volunteer was indulging would not be an obstacle.


Well within the hour, the mate-of-the-watch delivered Kydd’s visitor.


‘So. You’ve a mind to desert your ship, younker.’


The boy stood rigid, his eyes to the front, cap held before him. ‘Sir, that’s … Yes, sir.’ He was slightly built, fair hair and hazel eyes, a delicacy of manner unusual in one of his age – and a presence that, for some reason, reached out to Kydd.


‘How old are you?’


‘Th-thirteen, sir.’


‘And how long have you served at sea?’


Those eyes – something about …


‘Two years. That is, nearly three.’


The powers-that-be wouldn’t argue over a few months in these desperate times. ‘All in Brunswick?’


‘Sir.’


‘And you want a more exciting time in a frigate?’


‘Sir, it’s … it’s that I want to serve under you!’ The eyes pleaded so pitifully with him, tearing at Kydd’s detachment.


‘Ah, this is a fighting frigate,’ Kydd frowned, ‘as may be expected to see a mort of action.’


‘Yes, sir,’ cried the youngster. ‘I know! Mr Perrott told us what it’s like, how you won all your hero battles against the foe and—’


‘Belay all that,’ Kydd snapped, at the same time embarrassed and touched.


Then it came to him: those eyes – they were Persephone’s.


He fumbled for something to say. ‘Um, why did you go to sea?’


‘Oh, sir, it was that night after the Dutch battle when Admiral Onslow made his speech at our town hall and called you up to stand beside him as a hero too!’


‘Then you joined the school.’


‘I begged Papa to let me go, but he said as how the sea was not for proper gentlemen, so I asked him if he really thought Lord Nelson not a gentleman and he got cross with me.’


‘But sent you.’


‘He told me if I desired it so, he would send me, but only if I should promise that if it really was to be my profession I would be diligent and faithful to learn, and would apply myself to it with all my heart.’


‘I see.’


‘And then we heard of the battle of the Nile, that you were in it, and Bos’un Perrott cleared lower deck and told the whole school as how you’d gone from being a sailor boy all the way to a King’s officer, and then when you came to the school and spoke to us all about duty and courage I – I wanted to be like you, sir!’ he blurted.


Kydd melted. A feeling almost of fatherliness came over him, touching him to the core and surprising him with its intensity. In a warm rush he knew then that he wanted to grant the boy his wish – for reasons he was still coming to terms with.


It was quickly followed by guilt. What right had he to thrust this child before enemy guns, to fight aloft in a gale, go out on a hard-fought cutting-out expedition?


Equally swiftly came the reply: that the youngster had made choice of the sea, and if he did not take him, others would.


‘Very well. I’ve a mind to speak to Captain Graves with a view to shifting your berth to Tyger. Not as a volunteer but rated midshipman. How would you like that?’


‘S-sir, th-thank you! I won’t let you down, sir, I’ll—’ the lad stammered, the hands on his cap working.


‘Then so be it.’ He allowed his expression to lower to a fierce glare. ‘You’ll be rated acting midshipman only. If at the end of the year you’ve shown yourself unworthy of my trust, then you’ll suffer disrating and be put out of the ship. Tyger is at the first rank of the service and no place for the weak or indolent. Do you understand me?’


‘Aye aye, s-sir.’


‘But if you do measure up you’ll have your warrant as midshipman as a full member of Tyger’s crew.’


The eyes were wide as the lad acknowledged.


‘And while I think of it, I’d advise keeping mum about your service at the naval school. There’ll be those who’d take it on the wrong tack as how you’re now in this ship.’


‘Sir.’


‘We sail within days. Do hold yourself ready to step ashore and get yourself in rig for I won’t have you aboard without you’re togged out properly. That’s a midshipman’s chest, full uniform and dirk. Yes?’


‘Sir!’


In a kinder tone, Kydd added, ‘You’ll probably need something to get those rascally tailors to work. Here, five guineas – no, seven. Against your pay, of course,’ he said, in mock severity. ‘Back to your ship now and await my word.’




Chapter 7
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Tugging his bicorne tighter against the brisk wind, Kydd mounted the side-steps of Victory to the ornamented entry port, his boat-cloak billowing.


‘A pleasure to have you aboard, Sir Thomas,’ murmured Dumaresq, the flagship’s captain. An awed midshipman took his cloak. ‘The others are on the quarterdeck.’


For the first time since the tense days with Nelson in pursuit of the French, Kydd had come aboard the legendary ship to confer with the commander-in-chief. He hugged the memory to himself.


On the spacious quarterdeck, knots of officers conversed amiably, in the spring sunshine an impressive study in blue and gold. His heart lifted at the sight: these were his peers, his comrades-in-arms, his friends. Not the louche and raffish society he’d been so recently involved with – stand fast Prinker and a few others.


He looked around: there were none he knew. Then he spotted a tall, aristocratic figure in languid conversation with another. This was Byam Martin of Fisgard. In the earlier Revolutionary war, as a junior lieutenant, Kydd had admired him from afar.


Attaching himself to the pair, Kydd heard that iron water tanks were being trialled and had been a success. In time the fleet would be fitted with them. This was interesting: no more massive water casks to fill and stow in tiers at the lowest level of the ship above the bilges, at risk of cracking and spoilage.


He introduced himself. ‘Saw you in Tamar off Hispaniola in the last war with a string of privateers at your tail.’


‘Ah, yes. I don’t think we’ve met, sir,’ Martin said distantly, offering a limp hand.


Kydd took it, noting the significant look exchanged with his companion, a sharp-featured captain with powder burns on one side of his face who didn’t offer to introduce himself. Taken aback, he was saved from further embarrassment by the appearance of the flag-captain who announced that Admiral Saumarez looked forward to the pleasure of their company in his day cabin.


They sat about the deeply polished mahogany table in order of seniority at either side of a large central chair. Kydd found himself between Barrett of Africa 64 and the powder-burned captain, who it turned out was Mason, Riposte 32, a frigate.


Neither seemed inclined to conversation but very soon the unmistakable figure of Saumarez entered with two others. All stood until the commander-in-chief took his seat in the centre with the two who had accompanied him at either end of the table. Both were admirals – one was Keats, whom Kydd recognised as the commodore of the Great Belt Squadron the previous year, at Copenhagen, to which he’d been attached.


‘Good afternoon to you all, gentlemen,’ opened Saumarez, courteously. ‘I hope I find you in good fettle for we have much to do in the near future.’


Kydd saw that of them all, apart from Saumarez, only the other admiral wore the star and sash of a knighthood. Not for the first time he regretted that, while honour dictated he should not spurn the decoration, it had the unintended effect of singling him out as one wanting to be seen as a cut above the rest.


‘I wish to make introduction of Rear Admiral Sir Samuel Hood as my second-in-command and Rear Admiral Richard Keats, whose role will become clear later.’


He looked about the others. ‘With captains of the calibre of Byam Martin, William Lukin, Peter Puget, Thomas Kydd and, in fact, all of you here seated, it gives me great confidence to face the task set before me by their lordships.


‘Whatever you may have heard, we are not part of the Northern Expedition. That is a military force, as is a motion to come to the assistance of His Swedish Majesty in these troublous times.’ He lifted a paper significantly. ‘While we will assist in providing naval escort and other services to this endeavour, ours is a greater object. In fine, to make entry into the Baltic Sea and maintain a fleet there indefinitely for the security of our trade in those waters.’


A rustle of anticipation went around the table.


‘This is constituted as the Baltic Fleet and its objects are many and varied. Its primary purpose is to keep the Sound open, whatever the cost. The second is to afford the Swedes whatever support we can in their disagreement with Russia. The third is to sever all communications the Danish may still have with their possessions in Norway.’
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