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*indicates fictional character
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Spring 1812, England


On the last stretch of road to his Devon estate, the balmy weather, the vaulting blue of the sky and the smell of sun-touched woodlands complemented the vista. With rising feeling, Captain Sir Thomas Kydd RN gripped the side of the swaying trap as it took a steep, sweeping corner – and there ahead was Knowle Manor. The vehicle swung through the gates and came to a stop before the ancient front door, but not before he’d caught the flash of a face at an upstairs window.


Lady Persephone Kydd ran down to her husband in delight, embracing him as though they’d been parted for months, yet they’d returned to England just days before. She’d accompanied him on his last voyage and taken residence in Sicily while Tyger had stormed the Adriatic.


‘How was the Admiralty, my darling?’ she managed breathlessly.


‘Welcoming above the ordinary, Seph,’ he replied, with a chuckle, ‘the whole crew main anxious to meet the victor of Lissa.’ A squadron of British frigates had confronted a French fleet twice its size in the Adriatic and prevailed in the tradition of Nelson – an action that had caught the public imagination.


Tyger was now lying in Portsmouth awaiting survey of her wounds and, having reported to the Admiralty, Kydd looked forward to a well-deserved leave until called to London again.


Persephone’s hand slipped into his, her smile dazzling, and his heart swelled with happiness. He paid off the driver, who gave a sketchy salute as the horse clopped away.


Kydd took his fill of the old mansion, its mullioned windows and quaint chimneys, the garden a riot of colour, with neat flowerbeds and canes in immaculate condition. He strolled along in a haze of contentment while he heard how the riding school had fared while she’d been abroad – quite ably, it seemed – how much progress there had been on the orangery – disappointing but understandable given the soft soil; and about the re-flooring of the dairy – nearly done.


‘It’ll be all about the village that you’ve returned,’ she said proudly. ‘I’ve a notion there’ll be entertainments to show you off to the Cornwood and Ugborough folk, if not all the tribes to Exeter.’


Kydd squeezed her hand. ‘I’ll do my duty right enough,’ he said softly, knowing how much she would enjoy the village gaiety. ‘Um, you haven’t word of a visitor arriving at all?’ he added, in an offhand tone.


‘Oh?’ Persephone replied, puzzled. ‘No one dares disturb the sea-hero at his rest, I believe.’


So, it had been too much to expect. His confidential secretary Edward Dillon was no longer with him, executed by a French firing squad. His place had been taken by a remarkable individual, Lucius Cavendish Henry Craddock, a Balkan refugee of English origins, who had been a merchant banker in Radonice. The man had lost everything, his home, his business and his family, his wife and children burned alive in the ravages of war. He’d found refuge in Tyger, and Kydd had taken to him, with his calm, worldly-wise perspectives even while in the extremity of his suffering. But did he have any right to expect him to continue in the position? The prospects for a captain’s secretary in a man-o’-war were far inferior to those he might expect ashore.


Craddock had journeyed to Manchester to show himself alive and well to his relatives and no doubt had been offered a position in the family business more in keeping with his talents.


Meanwhile, Kydd was in no hurry to return aboard Tyger. While there was no crippling injury to his command she had been much scarred by shot-strike, which would take some time to heal. His competent first lieutenant, Bowden, would ensure that this was done and it had been a thoughtful gesture of the first lord at the Admiralty to direct that repair be carried out in Plymouth instead of Portsmouth, which enabled him to take his rest at Knowle Manor. And it would be most agreeable to discuss with Persephone how the sizeable prize money to come from his cruise of depredation should be spent.


Several days later a corpulent major of the South Devon Militia in full regalia, accompanied by two troopers, rode up desiring Kydd to review a march-past of the other valiant defenders of this vital part of the coast. The public, he added proudly, would be sure to take the liveliest interest since salutes by a detachment of the Artillery Volunteers and their guns might be expected.


Kydd had readily agreed: he had a deep respect for the stirring pageantry the English knew how to display to the fullest. And Persephone would be proudly by his side.


It proved a popular affair. Folk flocked to the Wembury barracks, its parade ground on cliffs overlooking the sea, and thrilled to the colour and spectacle. Kydd addressed the soldiery from his dais in stout seamanlike terms. Then came a crash and the reek of powder-smoke as the little six-pounders made their salute. A civic occasion followed. Combe Tavy took it in good part when Ivybridge claimed a dinner in honour of the hero on account of its commodious church hall, close by Glanville’s corn mill, into which the town council and other notables could be squeezed.


Kydd and Persephone were ushered to their seats in the crowded room. It took waiters an eternity to jostle their way along with salvers, the contents cooling rapidly. From outside came the raucous jollity of lesser mortals enjoying an ox-roast and West Country ale. Kydd knew where he would rather be. When he glanced at a perspiring Lady Kydd he guessed she would too.


In the following days he visited his tenants and heard how the harvest had failed for the second year in succession. And late rains had flooded the lower Erme causing considerable damage to the Flete priory. Other happenings had to be prised out of the good country folk, who felt that such could not possibly engage the interest of one who had faced the enemy in far places and triumphed.


The settled rustic rhythms of Devon reached out to Kydd and he felt them work on his soul, the cares and troubles falling away as each day passed into the next.


Then a letter arrived. In it, to his surprise and pleasure, he was advised that he could look forward to the style and title of baronet in public recognition of his valour and service to the Crown in the late engagement. ‘Captain Sir Thomas Kydd, RN, Bart’ would be his signature on documents from now on, and among other prerogatives, he would take precedence before any other knight in ceremonial occasions. Persephone glowed with pride: her husband had achieved greater honour than any in her family, and her still-cool parents must now render him due respect and esteem.


One evening after dinner, as velvet darkness stole in, Persephone broke into his thoughts. ‘Darling,’ she opened, in an odd voice, ‘shall we go outside? I’ve heard that the comet is growing in spectacle and must portend something of significance. I want us to be together in witness.’


‘Why, if that is your desire, my love.’


The ‘Great Comet’ had first appeared some months earlier, and while men of science were declaring it to be the brightest event in the heavens this age, the more superstitious were foretelling cosmic doom and an earthly disaster.


They moved out to the front lawn and gazed upwards at the star-field. The comet had grown in length: Kydd estimated it, with its curved tail, to be at least ten degrees long. It was a wondrous thing – an intrusion into the ordered celestial regularity from regions that lay beyond the stars.


‘I shall remember this night as long as I live, Thomas,’ she said softly.


‘That something of great portent will happen shortly?’ he teased.


‘Yes,’ she answered simply, and held him at arm’s length. ‘For this night will I always treasure as when I told you … my news.’


‘Seph?’ He caught his breath.


‘Yes, my darling,’ she breathed, her eyes still on the splendour in the heavens. ‘There’ll soon be another in our lives to love and cherish.’


From that moment his existence changed for ever. A child – a young Kydd, one who would bear his name and his title. A baronet passed on his honour and, while not an aristocrat with a seat in the House of Lords, his newborn, should he be a boy, in the fullness of time could claim a knighthood by right. He would inherit Knowle Manor and whatever riches resulted from his recent and future prizes. To go on to who knew what in the years to come …


It required him to re-orient his place in the dimensions of life, and the days passed in blissful happiness.










Chapter 2
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The trap’s grinding wheels sounded above the morning birdsong and the breeze and, to Kydd’s delight, he saw his visitor was Craddock. The man cut quite a different figure from before: mature and dignified, he now had a Spanish-style beard to hide the scars of the flames, his grey-tinged sable hair styled in the new Romantic mode. He wore tastefully cut plain clothes of the kind more to be seen around the London stock exchange, and his eyes had lost their pain-filled dullness: they were now sharp and alert.


‘I hope I do not inconvenience, sir?’ he asked quietly, remaining in his seat.


‘Not at all, dear fellow!’ Kydd said warmly. ‘Do alight – we’ve a guest room waiting. That is, if you’re—’


‘So kind in you, Sir Thomas. I only came to enquire if—’


‘Nonsense! You shall stay a space and take glory in the Devonshire countryside with us.’ He beckoned his estate steward. ‘Appleby, a hand with Mr Craddock’s trap.’


Later, with both settled in comfortable armchairs, Kydd heard of his long journey north to Manchester and reunion with his kindred for the first time in nine years. There had been astonishment and relief at his deliverance, shock and sorrow at his loss. As Kydd had guessed, a position had been suggested, a partnership in one of the family’s Baltic concerns, but Craddock had declined it. ‘You spurned the offer? I find that a singular decision, Mr Craddock.’


‘Harry, please.’


‘What will you now, then, Harry?’


‘Should you still have need for a private secretary it would be my honour and pleasure to serve you again in that capacity.’


Kydd couldn’t hold back a smile but quickly smothered it. ‘Well, in all decency, I should point out that your prospects—’


‘My dear sir, as to that, I took the precaution before leaving of making due enquiry of your inestimable first lieutenant, Mr Bowden.’


‘Oh! What did he say about me, pray?’


‘You have no more loyal and devoted officer on board the good ship Tyger. His assessment, however, was truthful and revealing, you may believe. He told me that your run as a frigate captain has been long and meritorious but must end at some point. Beyond that there is little likelihood of a ship, for even as a senior captain you have no interest at work for you in the Admiralty, and with the seas swept clean of Bonaparte’s fleets, frigates are, these days, where distinction and prizes are won. My prospects therefore are slender.’


Kydd chose his words carefully. ‘Mr Craddock – Harry. If it is your loyalty to me as your rescuer that impels you to make the offer, then do stand disabused. Your services while in the Adriatic have been a more than adequate return and—’


‘Thomas … may I?’


‘Certainly, old fellow,’ Kydd said warmly.


‘I know enough of your character to believe you would extend your kindness to any unfortunate you might find in my position and this is not the reason for my offer. It is that while in Tyger I found I took to the life – the direct speaking and mutual respect I saw among high and low in our little floating town, the consideration of one for another, the joining together in common purpose against the foe, the lack of dissembling. I confess myself in no haste to return to the usual run of shore folk.’


‘Then you are right welcome to the post, dear fellow. But there is the matter of remuneration, your entitlement. The post is personal to me and is no concern or obligation upon the Navy Board to meet the expense and therefore I regret that—’


‘My good sir, please accept that my motives for applying are not of the customary nature. While you have command of Tyger it will be my pleasure to continue upon the sea life, and when that is regrettably past, well, I shall then consult my situation. Meanwhile there are offices I can perform that I’m sanguine shall prove of utility to you more in a private capacity – as your man of business, might I be permitted to say, or perhaps by way of secretary-in-confidence.’


‘This I can believe,’ Kydd said, with feeling, ‘but again, any fee associated—’


‘There will be no fee. Only … the liberty of calling you my friend.’


‘Harry – you have it.’


‘Then if you’ll allow me …’


Craddock was back promptly, bearing a crusted bottle. ‘In Manchester there’s a fine cellar for shining occasions and if this is not one then I fail to see what is. Shall we?’


Persephone, sensing a line had been crossed, joined them and together they toasted the hour in the finest Armagnac.


They heard more of Craddock’s past and his departure from the family merchant-banking concern at the age of twenty to plough his own furrow in the rapidly emerging markets of the Balkans. His adventures in the Barbary kingdoms of North Africa and the ancient cities of Turkey and the Levant enthralled them … and then the advent of the French revolutionaries.
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The letter’s superscription was very odd: ‘Colonel Sir Thomas Kydd, Royal Navy’. Either it was the work of a madman or one so removed from the ways of the navy as to believe the captain of a ship was in fact a colonel. But it was elegant creamy paper, and when Kydd turned it over the seal was unmistakably that of the office of the first lord of the Admiralty.


He opened it carefully as Persephone looked on. This was indeed a mystery: the acidulous first secretary to the Admiralty, Croker, would never allow such a blunder in his office.


It quickly became clear. The missive was a note of congratulation from their lordships at his appointment as colonel of marines, a purely ceremonial position but one that indicated his standing after the action in the Adriatic. Enclosed was an invitation to a dinner in his honour at Mansion House from General Hoby, adjutant general, Royal Marines, and the most senior of that clan in the country.


‘Ah. I cannot pretend but that this is well timed. Tyger is near complete of her repairs and – save your presence, my dear – I’ve a yen to take in a mort of sea air after all my pampering. This gives me a chance to make my number with the Admiralty that I’m now enabled to await their orders for sea.’


Lady Kydd, in respect of her condition, would remain at Knowle Manor, content to know that her husband was accompanied by his devoted valet, Tysoe, and Craddock, and would be back before long.


The dinner was a fine event, the guests mingling delightedly with the hero of the hour who, it was said, would be back to sea shortly.


Kydd’s speech was well received and the largely professional gathering offered interesting conversation. At the brandy and cigars, he heard the views of the adjutant general that the supremacy of the navy at sea had made opportunities for the ambitious Royal Marines officer now scarce and exceptional. Across the table an army colonel pointed out that consolidating an empire consisted in the main of dusty parade-ground drills in far-flung territories while waiting for an enemy who never came. And this was without the consolation to be had by a Royal Marine in a ship making port back in England: he knew some troopers in India who’d been there continuously for above a dozen years.


Kydd was tempted to make the observation that much of the lack of career distinctions stemmed from the fact that, unlike the navy, whose ships were to be found across the entire globe, the only part of the world in which land forces could in any way be termed active was the Peninsula. There, Wellington had quartered his valuable battalions behind the invulnerable lines of the Torres Vedras, and was not seeking distinction in open battle.


At one point there was general puzzlement at the fuming of the Americans over some imagined slight to honour, but the consensus was that this would not be any cause for armed intervention, let alone war. More concerning was the effect of Bonaparte’s Continental System in locking off his entire realm. From the Atlantic to the Baltic, the North Sea to the Mediterranean, trade of any kind with the British was forbidden. Britannia’s funding of the war, however, had always been grounded on a healthy commerce with her traditional partners.


A single word could best describe the situation in which the world was finding itself after so many years of war: stalemate. Napoleon Bonaparte was confined to the Continent, raging like a lion in a cage, and, even with his giant armies, unable to break out. On the other hand, with command of the sea, Britain was helping herself to an empire – but was a helpless spectator to events in Europe. And at any point in these parlous times the state of affairs could worsen and plunge Britain headlong into catastrophe.


The conversations died. These conundrums had been chewed over endlessly in wardrooms and nothing had changed the essence of what lay behind them all. With Bonaparte victorious wherever on land he marched, it would be the continuation of a wearisome war as far ahead as any could foresee. Other topics were equally dismal: the bad harvests, economic dislocation from steam engines and such, and the growth, like cancer, of new industrial towns across ancient lands.


With the evening drawing to a close, Kydd made a light bow to General Hoby, gave his thanks for the dinner, and bade him farewell. Others too, rose, leaving him with Craddock, while he waited for his cloak and sword to depart. Craddock had proved the ideal companion: cultured, elegant and with exquisite manners, he’d allowed Kydd to hold forth while his restrained contributions were interesting and to the point.


It was after midnight but Kydd felt restless. ‘Shall we call at my club for a snorter before we turn in? There’s people I’d like you to meet, Harry.’


It was raining by the time they reached the smoke-grimed Portland stone edifice that was Brooks’s Club and entered its august portals.


‘Tiger, dear fellow!’ one passing member called to him, beaming with pleasure. ‘So good to see you unharmed by your late encounter.’


Kydd crossed to shake the prime minister’s hand. ‘Quite untouched, Grenville. But Craddock here has good enough reason to curse the French.’


After a polite exchange they found a pair of armchairs and prepared to appreciate a particularly flowery cognac, unperturbed by the joyous shouts from a nearby gambling room.


Kydd learned more of his new friend. A more than fair judge of a good brandy, his life at the convergence of the wine trades of France, Italy and the more sombre German vintages from the north had him well placed to advise Kydd on the stocking of his cellar at Knowle Manor. They were pondering what might best grace the cabin stores of Tyger when they noticed the raucous hullabaloo from the gamblers had died away. Suddenly a wash of voices sounded as a cluster of figures issued out, led by a plump gentleman in outlandishly extravagant costume waving a chicken leg. His florid features lit up with pleasure when he spied Kydd.


‘Yo ho ho, and it’s Tiger, as they’re not wrong!’ The chicken leg was flung aside as the Prince Regent of Great Britain and Ireland advanced to greet him.


‘Your Royal Highness,’ Kydd replied, rising quickly and bowing.


‘A right fine drubbing, I heard.’


‘We gave ’em pause to regret their impudence, I believe, sir.’ It had not been so long before that he’d made acquaintance of the mercurial prince, who’d been taken with what he saw as Kydd’s salty and direct ways. After the illness of his father, the King, he’d become regent and the highest in the kingdom.


‘Might I present to you Mr Lucius Craddock, sir – he it was I rescued from the Adriatic in particularly distressing circumstances and now swears to serve me as long as he may.’


‘Craddock.’ There was a keen look of appraisal and the gaze shifted quickly back to Kydd. ‘Do I hear their lordships have rendered their appreciation in proper manner?’


‘I believe they have, sir. Know that I’m now not only a baronet but a colonel in the Royal Marines.’


‘A colonel only?’ The eyebrows contracted in vexation. ‘Surely to be raised to a general is more to be expected.’


‘It’s all I might ask at my humble station,’ Kydd said modestly.


‘Nonsense! Still in your old ship? A species of frigate, isn’t she?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘There you are, then! The rascals should give you a ship worthy of your deeds, Tiger! A big one! If you can smite the tyrant with a tiddler, then what commotion can you not stir up with a ship o’ size?’


‘No, no, sir,’ Kydd said hastily. ‘Believe that I’m most content with my brave barky.’


‘Ha! They’ll be taking care of their favourites, I’ll be bound. Well, this is to say they picked a wrong ’un in me, dammit. I’ll see you into one of ’em, never doubt it.’


Alarmed, Kydd blurted, ‘Sir, I’m happy with my present command, you must accept. I’m—’


‘Rubbish, Tiger! I’m not accounted king-in-waiting for nothing. Leave it to me. Should I have to sink the whole pootling crew you’ll have your mighty ship-o’-war. Trust me!’


Lost for words Kydd could only bow deeply.


‘Have to go now, Tiger. Five hundred on the table and I’m down a gallows deal more. But I won’t forget, you may depend on it.’










Chapter 4
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Plymouth Hoe, Devon


The vantage point overlooking the harbour was always at its best in the warmth of early summer, with couples promenading arm in arm, children playing, and old folk taking the sun, enjoying their view over a glittering sea where so much of England’s history had unfolded.


Kydd had come to these grassy slopes in times past to ease his spirits and today was no exception. While Persephone and their cook, Mrs Appleby, took to the shops he paced along as if it were a quarterdeck before an action that demanded thought above the usual.


The Prince Regent had not forgotten. Just when Kydd had believed himself safe, a terse Admiralty letter had arrived, couched in words almost rude in their abruptness. He was forthwith relieved of the command of HM Frigate Tyger in favour of the officer named, to take effect on the date specified, some four days later. No mention of why or honeyed phrases of duty done, or any reference to a ship-of-the-line or, in fact, any further employment. It was personally signed by Yorke, first lord of the Admiralty, and therefore it was useless to complain or appeal. No other communication had been forthcoming. He was grounded solidly ‘on the beach’ with no ship and no prospect of one.


Was this a political gesture, a spiteful lashing out by Admiral Sidney Smith after his role in putting down the Sicilian plot had been overshadowed by Kydd’s victory at Lissa? Probably not. The eccentric had lost most of his friends and influence in high places. Another? There were plenty of serving admirals envious of his fame and willing to take steps to bring this to an ignominious end but they would need extraordinary influence to persuade the strait-laced Yorke.


In the Plymouth port admiral’s office Kydd had found they’d already been duly informed, and were preparing to continue the commission of the famous frigate under her new captain with never a blink of an eye to show they’d noticed the change.


It had all the hallmarks of an Admiralty affronted by what they would have seen as Kydd’s blatant attempt to claw his way to the quarterdeck of a ship-of-the-line by invoking interest at an incontestable level, the Prince Regent of Great Britain. This would explain what amounted to his near-instant dismissal from Tyger and silence on the subject of any other command. And it would be an unanswerable reply to the interfering prince that no ship of a kind suitable for his hero was available at the present time, with the unspoken reality that there never would be.


In something between grief and panic he’d come to realise that his sea career was over. Even the days left to him in the ship he’d taken from mutiny to triumph were to be spent in a dockyard under repair, after which he must finally retire with his memories to the land. It was unbearable to know that the heave of a deck under his feet and the majesty of the deep-sea realm in all its mystery and allure were now firmly rooted in the past.


He’d thought about coming out fighting, harnessing the public respect and admiration so gratifyingly on show recently, not to mention the well of professional esteem he’d earned among his peers. The urge was savage and primeval but doomed. He had no highly placed friends who were in a position within the Admiralty to spearhead a fight-back in a public spectacle that would put their own promotions in jeopardy. Without someone to speak up for him in the councils of the great, things must inevitably take their course.


He’d quietly revealed the situation to Bowden, who after recovering, suggested taking Tyger to sea, her repairs so near complete, and rejoin in the Mediterranean as though the letter had arrived too late. But Kydd’s visit to the port admiral’s office would prove he’d taken receipt.


A stunned, shocked silence had descended on the ship and then a growing hubbub. Before long a stream of petitioners was knocking at his door. They were all after the same thing, something it was not in his power to grant, a circumstance that wrung him with misery for its being so doubly unjust. The sailing master, Joyce, with his peg-leg; Lieutenant Brice, now so firmly on the rung of advancement; gunner’s mate Stirk, and his shipmates who’d been with Kydd since his own fore-mast days; Boatswain Herne, now grey and with the dignity of age, whom Kydd had seen climb Tyger’s rigging at Lissa in a storm of fire and shot. And the two midshipmen, bewildered and cast down, looking to find that what they’d heard wasn’t so.


All had come to be recognised as a follower. It was a humane and effective gesture, the understanding that men long-serving under a captain they trusted would go on to form the core of an efficient and loyal ship’s company in another ship. Any number of valued hands recognised as followers could go with their captain in this way, even up to an entire complement.


But there was a hard and fast rule that the procedure could not be considered a move but more in the nature of an exchange. For every follower going into a ship, that captain must provide a replacement crew member from the new ship to go back to the old. But Kydd did not have a new ship – and therefore no followers could be allowed him. Tyger would put to sea under her new captain with her company unchanged. The crew Kydd had forged from dishonour through uncountable perils of sea and enemy to form a ferocious instrument of war would be his to care for and lead in all Tyger’s adventures to come.


The relieving captain, Faulknor, had arrived promptly, accepting Kydd’s distant welcome with ill-disguised delight, his translation from a workaday frigate in the North Sea Squadron to command of the most famous frigate of the day as sudden and unexpected as Kydd’s loss of it. He’d gone through the necessary musters and handover routines as rapidly as was decently possible, clearly in awe of his situation but a seasoned captain himself, nevertheless wary and correct.


He’d been given the honour at the farewell dinner of sitting on Kydd’s right hand, the familiar faces on either side pale, unbelieving. The meal passed off heavily, jokes of the usual kind falling flat for no one could put a reason to the extraordinary events, still less account for their legendary captain’s lack of a future. Their parting gift – a silver hunter – was handed to him with a mumbled valediction. His reply was equally stilted. And then it was over.


Persephone had not attended, unable to face being witness to Kydd’s grief, but she was there by the dockyard landing the next day when Tyger’s officers and warrant officers had pulled Kydd ashore in his barge. She caught sight of tears in the eyes of more than one as they glided in to the jetty with a final toss of the oars, captain’s coxswain Halgren making a faultless alongside, the last thing he could do for his captain.


All stood, removing their hats and standing motionless as Kydd stumbled away, up and around the corner where he broke down in her arms.


His last ties with the past were severed later that day when his effects were landed, and he’d asked Tysoe for his advice on their storage. His faithful manservant then asked that after these many years he be given release from service. Kydd had sadly agreed, promising an annuity for his loyal devotion that would allow him to see out his years in comfort back in Jamaica.


He hadn’t the heart to go to London to petition for a ship, as he had those years ago, and instead sent a pleading letter asking that his recent service to the Crown be recognised with another command, but he held out little expectation.


And then, from this summer vista, he saw the saddest sight imaginable. To the right, emerging from the Hamoaze, instantly recognisable to any who knew her, was Tyger. Outward bound for Bermuda.


He gulped and watched for the hours it took in the light airs to dip her topgallants beneath the horizon, once staying about for the run to the Atlantic – was that a sadly clumsy mainsail haul? Probably Faulknor taking his time in a ship new to him. In her, men were securing for sea, the first dog-watchmen would be closing up, and in the first heaves of an open-ocean swell, the gunroom preparing for supper.
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Less than a week later Kydd heard again from their lordships, a remarkably short time in the Admiralty’s universe.


He’d lost his dear Tyger, his frigate and his being, but incredibly he was not to be cast ashore. Despite all his fears a no-doubt-reluctant Admiralty had found him a ship. And not any ship but the one that was most certainly needed on the long and stony path to admiral – a battleship!


These behemoths were at the pinnacle of naval command. Standing in the line-of-battle to withstand the worst the enemy could throw against them, they were the true wooden walls of England, and every action they fought would resound down the ages. In foreign parts the battleship was an unanswerable demonstration of the might of the Royal Navy to all who dared try to wrest sovereignty of the seas from Great Britain.


The captain of such a ship was a hallowed being, privy to plots and strategies at the highest, attended by ceremony and arcane prostrations. Above all, he stood alone as its lord and master, overseer of the greatest artillery batteries to be found on any battlefield, the monster guns carried on several gun-decks fore and aft in dreadful array. He, Tom Kydd, wigmaker of Guildford, had achieved the peak of naval command: a ship-of-the-line.


He clutched the paper for long minutes, gripped by the moment. Then stark reality set in. The cold distancing of Yorke and the absence of platitudes showed that the Admiralty had been compelled to concede to the Prince Regent’s desire. The enjoinder that he should take command of HMS Thunderer, 74, was a skilful move. She was old. In fact she’d been with the fleet since before the French wars had begun in 1793. Kydd knew that she’d seen blockade duty off the French coast for years and would probably be weary, dispirited and drab. Neatly, the Admiralty were ensuring that the dashing frigate captain of popular imagination was getting the ‘promotion’ he deserved, a battleship, but at the same time ensuring he could never again range the ocean as a free spirit, or fly at a moment’s notice to some distant sea to win yet more laurels in lonely splendour.


Now it was to be part of a standing fleet, with all others around him under the eye and direction of an admiral or commander-in-chief whose desires it was his to concern himself with, whose orders took supremacy over all others. Even to the fundamentals of how to fight – the hallowed Fighting Instructions that governed everything from in what manner to alter course as a line, to the details of signal procedures. There was no more room for initiative, for on-the-spot risk-taking, for daring thrusts deep into enemy waters, simply the duty to exist and thereby contain the enemy.


The chances of fame and distinction were swallowed in being only one of a larger whole, saving that if it came to a mighty fleet action it would be another matter entirely. But the likelihood of such a glorious clash was unlikely, given Bonaparte’s reluctance to risk another Trafalgar. Kydd’s fate, therefore, was precisely what was wanted: to slide swiftly and gracefully into obscurity with an equally rapid fading from the public consciousness.


It didn’t have to be that way. At the moment he was the lauded victor of Lissa, one of the shining band of frigate captains who had made a name for themselves throughout the land. Why should he not now rest on his fame, graciously accept the plaudits and slip into history as one of the select band of immortals who had won imperishable glory on the quarterdeck of his own ship?


To continue in a ship-of-the-line would gain him little more and would have its own risk. The more he considered the situation, the bleaker he felt. He knew he was a natural frigate seaman with the qualities, professional and personal, that were required for such a command. Quite different and equally demanding qualities were needed for a sail-of-the-line: the possession of diplomacy, a cooler head and broader perspectives. What if he didn’t have them, if in one or more he proved lacking, leading to a blunder of significance in the larger picture? Offending an ally, failing to see a strategical objective above a tactical, misreading a move by the commander-in-chief at the wrong time? Whatever else, he would be thought unfit for the position and honour of captain of a ship-of-the-line, a failure, and would be quietly retired.


It had happened to others, generally accepted as not their particular fault but rather an unfortunate lack in the requisite skills at that level. But, still, accounted a failure, never to be employed at sea again.


Better he didn’t take the risk.


And there was the realisation that he was no longer making decisions for himself, or even for Persephone, but for his unborn child. Would it grow up in adulation for the father who had won such renown in his trusty frigate or would it look upon one known as a hero in a small ship but a derisory failure in a more powerful one?


However, there was a passing but definite possibility he could one day become an admiral. Some with origins before the mast had already achieved this: Captain Cook, Benbow, Mitchell – even the notorious Bligh. Should he throw away any chance he had for fear of failing?


Command of a ship-of-the-line was a necessary milestone on the way. Therefore it all reduced to a simple question: did he want to become an admiral badly enough to risk everything?


Craddock’s view was that, in his ignorance of the politics of what was happening, anything he could contribute might be misleading. But Persephone was of one mind: ‘Dearest Thomas – know that I’d infinitely rather be married to one who reaches for the stars and falls than one who never tries for fret of disappointment.’


He’d take the gamble.
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When HMS Thunderer put into Plymouth Sound, Kydd was at Knowle Manor bearing a hand with the glassing in of the orangery.


A message came from the dockyard informing him that the vessel was moored in Cawsand Bay, the usual anchorage for the bigger ships touching port only. His orders required him to assume command at once, wasting no time to rejoin the blockade squadron off Brest.


Early the next day, he took leave of Persephone and told Craddock he would send for him when the time was suitable. All his anxious fretting, his thoughts and worry over the weeks were now to become reality. He was about to step forward to claim his ship, his destiny.


Kydd had never served in a 74, apart from the ancient Trajan out in the Caribbean and that had been as a humble able seaman. Others he’d seen only from afar. He felt a surge of tension at the sight of the bulk and majesty of a full-blooded man-o’-war of the breed as the dockyard hoy rounded Picklecombe Point to open the broad bay. Thunderer was lying to a single bower anchor, her black hull relieved only by the line of a varnished wale along each gun-deck, enabling closed gun-ports with their black outside to reveal the fearsome ‘Nelson chequer’ now almost universally adopted by the fleet.


Her masts were varnished, her spars black and her sails entirely struck. He was curious to see whether, after some hours at anchor, her shrouds had been set up properly with no unsightly bights, the yards squared across and no Irish pennants showing from aloft. There were no concerns there – the first lieutenant and boatswain were doing their jobs – but he’d seen something else.


‘Take me around, just the once,’ he asked, slipping across a coin, his eyes fixed on the big ship. The lower gun-ports had nettings rigged below them and he watched as a long-boat emerged under her stern: Thunderer was taking precautions against desertion. Probably a wise measure, but was this notice of what awaited him after the indulgence of a crack frigate with an all-volunteer crew?


He saw as well, with a stab of pleasure, the massive two tiers of stern windows denoting a 74-gun ship. The upper one, his, had the traditional open captain’s walk. And as they rounded the stern closer to, he took in the elaborate and ornate carving, particularly in the supports to the quarter gallery. She’d been constructed before the war when the old eighteenth-century decorative practices had not given way to the plain austerity of wartime builds. In fact, this captain had gone to some lengths to maintain her looks with gilding and point-work in red, green and white on varnish, these days an unusual and pleasing sight.


At her bows was the figurehead, a fierce Jove with a quiver of thunderbolts, one of which he was hurling at the imaginary enemy ahead. It was full-size and extended from the elaborate scroll-work at the beakhead nearly down to the waterline at her forefoot. She might be elderly but was far from drab, and Kydd’s spirits rose.


‘Take us in.’


As Kydd was in plain clothes in deference to a possibly undistinguished commander, it was necessary to hail the quarterdeck. After a discreet pause, they hooked on at the main chains and Kydd hauled himself aboard briskly. Stepping over the bulwark to the wailing of a single pipe he instantly saw there was no side-party, or welcoming group of officers. Around the deck men stopped what they were doing to stare. No doubt they knew who he was but were making no effort. This was the bare minimum ceremony entitlement for any naval officer.


In a sea-worn uniform an officer stepped over to greet him. Older and of slender build, the man’s hard face was set. ‘Captain Lyell, Thunderer,’ he snapped, offering a brief handshake. ‘Captain Kydd?’


Something in Kydd rebelled. ‘Sir Thomas Kydd, late Tyger, frigate.’


‘But not her captain at this time.’


‘No.’


‘Which is why you’re greeted in the proper form.’ The voice was husky, the manner almost aggressive.


Kydd was taken aback at the man’s hostility. Some on deck had not moved since he’d come aboard, agog at the exchange. What was going on?


‘Come to take the ship,’ Lyell continued darkly.


‘Er, my orders are—’


‘Shall we step aft?’


Kydd took in that Thunderer was in a remarkable state of neatness and fastidious attention. This was a captain who cared for his ship. Unlike a frigate, in a ship-of-the-line the captain’s quarters were situated aft on the quarterdeck, forming a poop-deck above for the handling of sail and signals. In this ship its entry was in gleaming dark wood – not stained and varnished but French-polished to a lustrous gleam, as was the interior.


Two chairs were set out beyond the table and, without taking his eyes off Kydd, Lyell sat in one with a brief gesture to Kydd to take the other.


A steward hovered but was brusquely dismissed, and the old captain impatiently leaned forward. ‘Sir, allow me to make my position clear beyond any misunderstanding.’


Kydd was puzzled, unable to account for his attitude.


‘I believe your actions, sir, are those of a poltroon and unworthy of any in His Majesty’s Navy who desires to be known as a sea officer and gentleman.’


Kydd swallowed. ‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Interests and patronage are not unknown in the service but to seek to further your position by currying favour at court before all others is – is …’


So that was it. ‘Sir. I’ll have you know that it was neither my wish nor my supplication that impelled the Prince Regent to act as he did, which was prompted only by an incident that brought us together in the past. At no point did I attempt to—’


‘Do spare me your justifications and excuses, sir. I have a duty laid upon me to yield command of Thunderer to you and I shall faithfully carry it out. Do you choose to begin the handover now?’


So Lyell was to be counted among those who believed he was thick with Prinny, the notorious rake now in effect wearing the Crown of Great Britain. Yet at the same time it didn’t explain the bitterness, the personal animosity.


‘I do. Your books of account, sir?’


‘Mr Allen!’ Lyell barked. A man in old-fashioned black coat, breeches and spectacles entered gingerly, clearly primed for business. ‘Monthly muster.’


Kydd knew that more naval officers had ended their careers running a-foul of the Navy Board in respect of their accounts than ever suffered from shipwreck and had made it his business to be acquainted with each one. ‘I always find the open list to be more useful, don’t you?’ he came back. This was the original from which the muster-clerk received his information.


Lyell glowered, but nodded to the man.


Then followed the usual general accounts, slop book, sick book and others. There were also the more arcane ones – the latest report of surveys of provisions, an account of casks shaken, backstays shifted, and the all-important purser’s certificate. There were so many ways to falsify and cheat, but Kydd made a show of inspecting vouchers and returns, receipts and expenses, knowing, however, that to do a proper job it would be necessary to match them with their accounting in the books, an impossibly lengthy task.


‘Very good,’ he said at last. He couldn’t spot any shortcomings and was prepared to sign for these. Next would be the higher level: the order book, which listed every written order either issued by this captain to one under him or received from those above him. Then there were the letter books, copies of every communication entering or leaving the ship and giving a priceless picture of the efficiency or otherwise of the ship in staying on top of the ebb and flow of events of every kind. With the return of sailing qualities and the ship’s log to date in the commission with various remarks and notes they would form Kydd’s reading for the foreseeable future.


‘The standing officers?’ These were warrant officers who remained in the ship even when out of commission. Boatswain, gunner, carpenter, each with a little empire down in the orlop and having within his charge stores worth a substantial amount and needing meticulous accounting – and for which he himself was ultimately responsible.


Their books were found and slapped down before Kydd, who was conscious of Lyell’s smouldering resentment. He nevertheless took his time, sighting pages at random to check for consistency, for diligent and regular entries. They seemed in order but only a formal muster would establish their veracity.


The morning was wearing on but Lyell gave no indication of wanting to call a spell in their pains. It wasn’t until the hands were piped to their noon meal that a natural break was offered. It gave Kydd a chance to look surreptitiously around the great cabin and take in where he would have his being in the future. It was of impressive size, with a stateliness in keeping with the ship, which he noticed was quite unmoving in the slight chop in the bay that would have had his frigate snubbing restlessly at her anchor. Around the walls the paintings, miniatures and wistful sea vistas spoke, in their amateurishness, of a loving hand. There was no requirement to step around furniture as was necessary in Tyger. The chairs, table and fitments were tasteful but neither extravagant nor out of keeping with the dignified age of Thunderer. However, there was no going over to explore the stern walk or the size of the bed-place.


‘She’s sea kindly?’ Kydd asked.


‘Your sea qualities are there. The first lieutenant will offer an opinion and the sailing master will give you his views at a later time,’ Lyell said stiffly. ‘You’ll pardon, but I’ve much to attend to. I take it you’re satisfied in the article of accounts?’


‘I’d like to take a sight of the condition of the standing rigging, if you please.’ It would give him more than a few clues about how Thunderer was keeping the seas.


‘You may, but not in my company. As I mentioned before, my time is spoken for, sir.’


‘Then I’d like to speak with your officers in turn if this does not inconvenience.’


‘It does. Their services I will require until I quit the ship.’


Kydd bit back a response to this pettiness, then asked, ‘And when will that be, Captain?’


There was a deliberate pause. ‘I will land at eleven forenoon the day following tomorrow.’


‘And until then?’


‘No doubt I will pass you when you board after that time.’ Still the malice, hostility.


The formalities of a handover were largely completed. It might have been a congenial time to chat together over old times and adventures in Thunderer, but Kydd was being banished from the ship until the very last moment.
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Two days later Kydd arrived at the Stonehouse steps, within sight of Barn Pool over the Hamoaze. It seemed so long ago that he’d moored his first command there, the little brig-sloop Teazer. Now he was about to take charge of one of the grand line-of-battle ships that had so often passed him in stately array without even noticing him.


Dressed in full fig, sword, knightly sash and star, he ignored the stares of passing seamen and dockyard workers. Senior officers were normally accompanied by their retinue of lieutenants, coxswain and others, but he was standing alone.


From Stonehouse Kydd couldn’t see Thunderer moored past Mount Edgcumbe. He could only assume Lyell would leave at eleven but it was probable he’d land here, relatively private compared to the busy Millbay docks.


At a little over half past the hour a boat rounded Devil’s Point with a naval officer visible in its stern sheets. It was Lyell, but the boat was a wherry, not a ship’s boat, let alone a captain’s barge.


Kydd fell back to allow Lyell to step out. The man affected not to notice him, paying off the waterman. With none to meet him, he stalked, face set, past Kydd without a single backward glance.


The wherry lost no time in taking Kydd aboard. ‘Busy time f’r Thunderer, this forenoon,’ the man at the oars said gruffly, watching Lyell with his eyebrows raised. ‘Had his gear shifted earlier. Yez wants a boat for your’n, y’r honour?’


‘No, thank you,’ Kydd replied. That would be the job of a ship’s boat. Settling down aft, he casually swept aside his cloak to allow his uniform insignia to be clearly visible. This time, there would be no ignoring who he was.


In mounting excitement, and with not a little trepidation, his eyes sought out the vision of his ship past the undistinguished point, his command. It would either make his career or break him. But, whatever the future held, there was no robbing the moment of its dignity, its consequence in his life. A battleship: his to reign over from the breathtaking and solitary height of senior post-captain.


And there she was! A massive, almost monumental sight, the sunshine picking out the gold leaf and rosin-enriched varnish, and the lazy swirl of her ensign aft and jack forward, both larger than whole sails in Tyger.


‘Lay alongside,’ he ordered, making an effort to bring his features to an appropriate severity. In the splendour of his full-dress uniform he came up the side, met once again by a single boatswain’s call and no side-party. He was still not a captain until he’d read himself in, declared publicly the contents of his commission, whose parchment crackled reassuringly at his breast.


A group of officers waited on the other side of the deck, watching him carefully. Punctiliously, Kydd doffed his cocked hat aft in recognition of the quarterdeck and again to the officers, who returned the gesture. One detached from the group. ‘Roscoe, first lieutenant,’ he growled, with a brief bow.


The single most important person to Kydd in Thunderer’s company. A surprisingly young individual, but with hard, direct eyes and a well-toned body.


‘Captain Sir Thomas Kydd. Appointed captain of this vessel. If you’ll clear lower deck of the hands, Mr Roscoe?’


Kydd kept to himself, pacing slowly and expressionless while first one, then several boatswain’s calls pealed out, fore and aft and at the hatchways, summoning Thunderer’s company to the upper decks to meet their captain.


As they mustered, a sea of men looked aft, every one a stranger, yet still an individual, possessing character and skills that on blockade he would have ample time to get to know. Some were blank-faced, others suspicious. A few showed frank curiosity. They would inhabit the same circumscribed sea world as he, would follow him into action or …


‘Ship’s company mustered, sir.’


There was nothing to be learned from Roscoe’s neutral growl and Kydd drew out his commission. In a measured bellow he announced to the silent mass that he was appointed by the Admiralty to rule over them as lord and master with powers not to be seen outside an Oriental despot’s realm. His very word would send them against slashing blade and roar of cannon. And under the Articles of War he could punish or court-martial any as he chose.


‘Carry on, please.’


‘Aye aye, sir.’ Still the hard-featured, expressionless restraint from his chief lieutenant. But he was captain now and he’d make it his business to discover what ailed the man.


‘I’ll be aft and I desire that each of my officers in turn will present himself to me privately, yourself in ten minutes. We have five officers?’


‘Four.’




The great cabin was near stripped of living appointments. All but the cabin-width table, one lonely upright chair and a nondescript armchair were left, the deck exposed with its black and white chequer and all lanthorns removed. Kydd burned with resentment. The least Lyell could have done was give warning of his small-minded action.


He flicked open the door to the bed-place. It was of princely size and he remembered that in a ship-of-the-line he should call it a stateroom. At least a cot was hanging there, though without any bedding, and a large chest with drawers dominated the forward bulkhead. Apart from that, the wash-place beyond was bare of basin, jugs and the usual gear. In its emptiness the compartment seemed filled with the lethal blackness of the two guns standing out in stark solidity, with which he would be sharing his sleeping space.


Furious, Kydd whirled about and went to the after end of the great cabin, to a pleasing decorative and well-lit screen with a door to each side. He opened one, stepping out into the six-foot recess of his stern walk and an outstanding view of the open sea and the shoreline. A warm early-summer breeze wafted in and he felt better, even as the row-guard boat slid into his vision below, progressing languidly past. He let the prospect enter his soul for a few minutes, then went back inside. A wave of desolation returned, and with it, the bleak realisation that he knew not a single person aboard. Not even a Tysoe: if Lyell had left his manservant he would certainly have been awaiting Kydd. As it was, even if he sent for his baggage there would be none to stow it and settle him in. Until he got a measure of Thunderer and her company he must take care of himself.
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