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Author’s Note


The part played by Nathaniel Drinkwater in the Copenhagen campaign is not entirely fiction. Extensive surveying and buoy-laying were carried out prior to the battle, mainly by anonymous officers. It seems not unreasonable to assume that Drinkwater was among them.


Drinkwater’s bomb vessel is not listed as being part of Parker’s fleet but as she was nominally a tender this is to be expected. When ships of the line are engaged historians are apt to overlook the smaller fry, even, as occurred at Copenhagen, when it was the continuing presence of the bomb vessels left before the city after Nelson withdrew, that finally persuaded the Danes to abandon their intransigence. It has also been suggested that Nelson’s success was not so much due to his battleships, which were in some difficulties at the time fighting an enemy who refused to capitulate, but to the effect of the bombs, throwing their shells into the capital itself.*


The presence of the Royal Artillery aboard bomb vessels is not generally known and it was 1847 before the three surviving artillerymen received recognition with the Naval General Service Medal and the clasp ‘Copenhagen’, confirmation of that famous regimental motto ‘Ubique’.


Evidence suggests only four bombs got into station though contemporary illustrations show all seven. Quite possibly one of the four was Virago.


The hoisting of the contentious signal No 39 by Sir Hyde Parker has been the subject of controversy which has been clouded by myth. Given Parker’s vacillating nature, his extreme caution and the subsequent apotheosis of Nelson, I have tried to put the matter in contemporary perspective.


As to the landing of Edward Drinkwater, the ‘Berlingske Tidende’ of 27th March 1802 stated that British seamen landed near Elsinore the day before ‘for water’ without committing any excesses. This landing does not appear to be corroborated elsewhere.




PART ONE


Tsar Paul


‘Whenever I see a man who knows how to govern, my heart goes out to him. I write to you of my feelings about England, the country that … is ruled by greed and selfishness. I wish to ally myself with you in order to end that Government’s injustices.’


TSAR PAUL TO BONAPARTE, 1800
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Chapter One


	September 1800






A Fish Out of Water




Nathaniel Drinkwater did not see the carriage. He was standing disconsolate and preoccupied outside the bow windows of the dress-shop as the coach entered Petersfield from the direction of Portsmouth. The coachman was whipping up his horses as he approached the Red Lion.


Drinkwater was suddenly aware of the jingle and creak of harness, the stink of horse-sweat, then a spinning of wheels, a glimpse of armorial bearings and shower of filth as the hurrying carriage lurched through a puddle at his feet. For a second he stared outraged at his plum coloured coat and ruined breeches before giving vent to his feelings.


‘Hey! Goddamn you, you whoreson knave! Can you not drive on the crown of the road?’ The coachman looked back, his ruddy face cracking into a grin, though the bellow had surprised him, particularly in Petersfield High Street.


Drinkwater did not see the face that peered from the rear window of the coach.


‘God’s bones,’ he muttered, feeling the damp upon his thighs. He shot an uneasy glance through the shop window. He had a vague feeling that the incident was retribution for abandoning his wife and Louise Quilhampton, and seeking the invigorating freshness of the street where the shower had passed, leaving the cobbles gleaming in the sudden sunshine. Water still ran in the gutters and tinkled down drainpipes. And dripped from the points of his new tail-coat, God damn it!


He brushed the stained breeches ineffectually, fervently wishing he could exchange the stiff high collar for the soft lapels of a sea-officer’s undress uniform. He regarded his muddied hands with distaste.


‘Nathaniel!’ He looked up. Forty yards away the carriage had pulled up. The passenger had waved the coach on and was walking back towards him. Drinkwater frowned uncertainly. The man was older than himself, wore bottle-green velvet over silk breeches with a cream cravat at his throat and his elegance redoubled Drinkwater’s annoyance at the spoiling of his own finery. He was about to open his mouth intemperately for the second time that morning when he recognised the engaging smile and penetrating hazel eyes of Lord Dungarth, former first lieutenant of the frigate Cyclops and a man currently engaged in certain government operations of a clandestine nature. The earl approached, his hand extended.


‘My dear fellow, I am most fearfully sorry …’ he indicated Drinkwater’s state.


Drinkwater flushed, then clasped the outstretched hand. ‘It’s of no account, my lord.’


Dungarth laughed. ‘Ha! You lie most damnably. Come with me to the Red Lion and allow me to make amends over a glass while my horses are changed.’


Drinkwater cast a final look at the women in the shop. They seemed not to have noticed the events outside, or were ignoring his brutish outburst. He fell gratefully into step beside the earl.


‘You are bound for London, my lord?’


Dungarth nodded. ‘Aye, the Admiralty to wait upon Spencer. But what of you? I learned of the death of old Griffiths. Your report found its way onto my desk along with papers from Wrinch at Mocha. I was delighted to hear Antigone had been purchased into the Service, though more than sorry you lost Santhonax. You got your swab?’


Drinkwater shook his head. ‘The epaulette went to our old friend Morris, my lord. He turned up like a bad penny in the Red Sea …’ he paused, then added resignedly, ‘I left Commander Morris in a hospital bed at the Cape, but it seems his letters poisoned their Lordships against further application for a ship by your humble servant.’


‘Ahhh. Letters to his sister, no doubt, a venomous bitch who still wields influence through the ghost of Jemmy Twitcher.’ They walked on in silence, turning into the yard of the Red Lion where the landlord, apprised of his lordship’s imminent arrival by the emblazoned coach, ushered them into a private room.


‘A jug of kill-devil, I think landlord, and look lively if you please. Well, Nathaniel, you are a shade darker from the Arabian sun, but otherwise unchanged. You will be interested to know that Santhonax has arrived back in Paris. A report reached me that he had been appointed lieutenant-colonel in a regiment of marines. Bonaparte is busy papering over the cracks of his oriental fiasco.’


Drinkwater gave a bitter laugh. ‘He is fortunate to find employment …’ He stopped and looked sharply at the earl, wondering if he might not have been unintentionally importunate. Colouring he hurried on: ‘Truth to tell, my lord, I’m confounded irked to be without a ship. Living here astride the Portsmouth Road I see the johnnies daily posting down to their frigates. Damn it all, my lord,’ he blundered on, too far advanced for retreat, ‘it is against my nature to solicit interest, but surely there must be a cutter somewhere …’


Dungarth smiled. ‘You wouldn’t sail on a frigate or a line of battleship?’


Drinkwater grinned with relief. ‘I’d sail in a bath-tub if it mounted a carronade, but I fear I lack the youth for a frigate or the polish for a battleship. An unrated vessel would at least give me an opportunity.’


Dungarth looked shrewdly at Drinkwater. It was a pity such a promising officer had not yet received a commander’s commission. He recognised Drinkwater’s desire for an unrated ship as a symptom of his dilemma. He wanted his own vessel, a lieutenant’s command. It offered him his only real chance to distinguish himself. But passed-over lieutenants grew old in charge of transports, cutters and gun-brigs, involved in the tedious routines of convoy escort or murderous little skirmishes unknown to the public. Drinkwater seemed to have all the makings of such a man. There was a touch of grey at the temples of the mop of brown hair that was scraped back from the high forehead into a queue. His left eyelid bore powder burns like random ink-spots and the dead tissue of an old scar ran down his left cheek. It was the face of a man accustomed to hard duty and disappointment. Dungarth, occupied with the business of prosecuting an increasingly unpopular war, recognised its talents were wasted in Petersfield.


The rum arrived. ‘You are a fish out of water, Nathaniel. What would you say to a gun-brig?’ He watched for reaction in the grey eyes of the younger man. They kindled immediately, banishing the rigidity of the face and reminding Dungarth of the eager midshipman Drinkwater had once been.


‘I’d say that I would be eternally in your debt, my lord.’


Dungarth swallowed his kill-devil and waved Drinkwater’s gratitude aside.


‘I make no promises, but you’ll have heard of the Freya affair, eh? The Danes have had their ruffled feathers smoothed, but the Tsar has taken offence at the force of Lord Whitworth’s embassy to Copenhagen to sort the matter out. He resented the entry of British men of war into the Baltic. I tell you this in confidence Nathaniel, recalling you to your assurances when you served aboard Kestrel …’


Drinkwater nodded, feeling his pulse quicken. ‘I understand, my lord.’


‘Vaubois had surrendered Malta to us. Pitt is of the opinion that Mahon is a sufficient base for the Mediterranean but many of us do not agree. We will hold Malta.’ Dungarth raised a significant eyebrow. ‘The Tsar covets the island, so too does Ferdinand of the Two Sicilies, but Tsar Paul is Grand Master of the Order of St John and his claim has a specious validity. At the present moment the Coalition against France threatens to burst like a rotten apple: Austria has not fired a shot since her defeat at Marengo in April. In short the Tsar has it in his power to break the whole alliance with ease. He is unstable enough to put his wounded pride before political sense.’ He paused to toss off the rum. ‘You will recollect at our last contre-temps with His Imperial Majesty, he offered to settle the differences between our two nations in single combat with the King!’ Dungarth laughed. ‘This time he has settled for merely confiscating all British property in Russia.’


Drinkwater’s eyes widened in comprehension.


‘I see you follow me,’ went on Dungarth. ‘For a change we are remarkably well informed of developments both at St Petersburg and at Copenhagen.’ He smiled with an ironic touch of self-congratulation. ‘Despite the massive subsidies being paid him the Tsar feigns solicitude for Denmark. A predatory concern, but that is the Danes’ affair. To be specific, my dear fellow, the pertinent consequence of this lunatic’s phobia is to revive the old Armed Neutrality of the Baltic States, moribund since the American War. The combination is already known to us and means the northern allies have an overwhelming force available for operations in concert with the French and Batavian fleets in the North Sea. I have no idea how to reconcile mad Paul with First Consul Bonaparte, but they are said to have a secret understanding. After your own experiences with the Dutch I have no need to conjure to your imagination the consequences of such a combined fleet upon our doorstep.’


Drinkwater shook his head. ‘Indeed not.’


‘So whatever the outcome …’ A knock at the door was accompanied by an announcement that the fresh horses had been put-to. Dungarth picked up his hat. ‘Whatever the outcome we must strike with pre-emptive swiftness.’ He held out his hand. ‘Good-bye, Nathaniel. You may rely on my finding something for you.’


‘I am most grateful, my lord. And for the confidences.’ He stood, lost in thought as the carriage clattered out of the yard. Less than half an hour had passed since the same coach had soiled his clothes. Already he felt a mounting excitement. The Baltic was comparatively shallow; a theatre for small ships; a war for lieutenants in gun-brigs. His mind raced. He thought of his wife with guilty disloyalty, then of Louise Quilhampton, abandoned in the dressshop with Elizabeth, whose son he had brought home from the Red Sea with an iron hook in place of his left hand.


Drinkwater’s mind skipped to thoughts of James Quilhampton, Mr Q as he had been known to the officers of the brig Hellebore. He too was unemployed and eager for a new appointment.


He picked up his hat and swore under his breath. There was also Charlotte Amelia, now nearly two years of age. Drinkwater would miss her sorely if he returned to duty. He thought of her bouncing upon Susan Tregembo’s knee as they had left the house an hour earlier. And there was Tregembo, too, silently fretful on his own account at his master’s idleness.


The old disease gnawed at him, tugging him two ways: Elizabeth and the trusting brown eyes of his daughter, the comforts and ease of domestic life. And against it the hard fulfilment of a sea-officer’s duty. Always the tug of one when the other was to hand.


Elizabeth found him emerging from the Red Lion, noting both his dirtied clothes and the carriage drawing steadily up Sheet Hill.


‘Nathaniel?’


‘Eh? Ah. Yes, my dear?’ Guilt drove him to over-played solicitude. ‘Did you satisfy your requirements, eh? Where is Louise?’


‘Taken offence, I shouldn’t wonder. Nathaniel, you are cozening me. That coach …?’


‘Coach, my dear?’


‘Coach, Nathaniel, emblazoned three ravens sable upon a field azure, among other quarterings. Lord Dungarth’s arms if I mistake not.’ She slipped an arm through his while he smiled lopsidedly down at her. She was as lovely as when he had first seen her in a vicarage garden in Falmouth years earlier. Her wide mouth mocked him gently.


‘I smell gunpowder, Nathaniel.’


‘You have disarmed me, madam.’


‘It is not very difficult,’ she squeezed his arm, ‘you are a poor dissembler.’


He sighed. ‘That was Dungarth. It seems likely that we will shortly be at war with the Northern Powers.’


‘Russia?’


‘You are very perceptive.’ He warmed to her and the conversation ran on like a single train of thought.


‘Oh, I am not as scatter-brained as some of my sex.’


‘And infinitely more beautiful.’


‘La, kind sir, I was not fishing for compliments, merely facts. But you should not judge Louise too harshly though she runs on so. She is a good soul and true friend, though I know you prefer the company of her son,’ Elizabeth concluded with dry emphasis.


‘Mr Q’s conversation is merely more to my liking, certainly …’


‘Pah!’ interrupted Elizabeth, ‘he talks of nothing but your confounded profession. Come, sir, I still smell gunpowder, Nathaniel,’ and added warningly, ‘do not tack ship.’


He took a deep breath and explained the gist of Dungarth’s news without betraying the details.


‘So it is to be Britannia contra mundum,’ she said at last.


‘Yes.’


Elizabeth was silent for a moment. The country is weary of war, Nathaniel.’


‘Do not exempt me from that, but …’ he bit his lip, annoyed that the last word had slipped out.


‘But, Nathaniel, but? But while there is fighting to be done it cannot be brought to a satisfactory conclusion without my husband’s indispensable presence, is that it?’


He looked sharply at her, aware that she had great reason for bitterness. But she hid it, as only she could, and resorted to a gentle mockery that veiled her inner feelings. ‘And Lord Dungarth promised you a ship?’


‘As I said, my dear, you are very perceptive.’


He did not notice the tears in her eyes, though she saw the anticipation in his.







	
Chapter Two


	October–November 1800






A Knight Errant




‘Drinkwater!’


Drinkwater turned, caught urgently by the arm at the very moment of passing through the screen-wall of the Admiralty into the raucous bedlam of Whitehall. Recognition was hampered by the shoving that the two naval officers were subjected to, together with the haggard appearance of the newcomer.


‘Sam? Samuel Rogers, by all that’s holy! Where the deuce did you spring from?’


‘I’ve spent the last two months haunting the bloody waiting room of their exalted Lordships, bribing those bastard clerks to put my name forward. It was as much as the scum could do to take their feet out of their chair-drawers in acknowledgement …’ Rogers looked down. His clothes were rumpled and soiled, his stock grubby and it was clear that it was he, and not the notorious clerks, that were at fault.


‘I must have missed you when I tarried there this morning.’ Drinkwater fell silent, embarrassed at his former shipmate’s penury. All around them the noise of the crowds, the peddlers, hucksters, the groans of a loaded dray and the leathery creak of a carriage combined with the ostentatious commands of a sergeant of foot-guards to his platoon seemed to emphasise the silence between the two men.


‘You’ve a ship then,’ Rogers blurted desperately. It was not a question. The man nodded towards the brown envelope tucked beneath Drinkwater’s elbow.


Drinkwater feigned a laugh. ‘Hardly, I was promised a gun-brig but I’ve something called a bomb-tender. Named Virago.’


‘Your own command, eh?’ Rogers snapped with a predatory eagerness, leaning forward so that Drinkwater smelt breath that betrayed an empty belly. Rogers seemed about to speak, then twisted his mouth in violent suppression. Drinkwater watched him master his temper, horrified at the sudden brightness in his eyes.


‘My dear fellow … come …’ Taking Rogers’s elbow, Drinkwater steered him through the throng and turned him into the first coffee house in the Strand. When he had called for refreshment he watched Rogers fall on a meat pie and turned an idea over in his mind, weighing the likely consequences of what he was about to say.


‘You cannot get a ship?’


Rogers shook his head, swallowing heavily and washing the last of the pie down with the small beer that Drinkwater had bought him. ‘I have no interest and the story of Hellebore’s loss is too well known to recommend me.’


Drinkwater frowned. The brig’s loss had been sufficiently circumstantial to have Rogers exonerated in all but a mild admonishment from the Court of Enquiry held at Mocha the previous year. Only those who knew him well realised that his intemperate nature could have contributed to the grounding on Daedalus Reef. Drinkwater himself had failed to detect the abnormal refraction that had made the reckoning in their latitude erroneous. Rogers had not been wholly to blame.


‘How was it so “well known”, Sam?’


Rogers shrugged, eyeing Drinkwater suspiciously. He had been a cantankerous shipmate, at odds with most of the officers including Drinkwater himself. It was clear that he still nursed grievances, although Drinkwater had felt they had patched up their differences by bringing home the Antigone.


‘You know well enough. Gossip, scuttlebutt, call it what you will. One man has the ear of another, he the ears of a dozen …’


‘Wait a minute Sam. Appleby was a gossip but he’s in Australia. Griffiths is dead. I’ll lay a sovereign to a farthing that the poison comes from Morris!’ Rogers continued to look suspiciously at Drinkwater, suspecting him still, of buying the pie and beer to ease his own conscience. Drinkwater shook his head.


‘It was not me, Sam.’ Drinkwater held the other’s gaze till it finally fell. ‘Come, what d’you say to serving as my first lieutenant?’


Rogers’s jaw dropped. Suddenly he averted his face and leaned forward to grasp Drinkwater’s hand across the table. His mouth

groped speechlessly for words and Drinkwater sought relief from his embarrassment in questions.


‘Brace up, brace up. You surely cannot be that desperate. Why your prize money … whatever happened to reduce you to this indigent state?’


Rogers mastered himself at last, shrugging with something of his old arrogance. ‘The tables, a wench or two …’ He trailed off, shamefaced and Drinkwater had no trouble in imagining the kind of debauch Samuel Rogers had indulged in with his prize money and two years celibacy to inflame his tempestuous nature. Drinkwater gave him a smile, recollecting Rogers’s strenuous efforts in times of extreme difficulty, of his personal bravery and savage courage.


‘Empty bellies make desperate fellows,’ he said, watching Rogers, who nodded grimly. Drinkwater called for coffee and sat back. He considered that Rogers’s chastening might not be such a bad thing, just as in battle his violent nature was such an asset.


‘It is not exactly a plum command, Samuel, but of one thing I am certain …’


‘And that is?’


‘That we both need to make something of it, eh?’


Drinkwater lent Rogers ten pounds so that he might make himself more presentable. Their ship lay above Chatham and Rogers had been instructed to join Drinkwater at his lodgings the following morning. In the meantime Drinkwater had to visit the Navy Office and he left the latter place as the evening approached, his mind a whirl of instructions, admonitions and humiliation at being one of the lowest forms of naval life, a lieutenant in command, permitted into those portals of perfidy and corruption. It was then he had the second encounter of the day.


Returning west along the Strand he came upon a small but vicious mob who had pulled a coachman from his box. It was almost dark and the shouts of disorder were mixed with the high-pitched screams of a woman. Elbowing the indifferent onlookers aside Drinkwater pressed forward, aware of a pale face at the carriage window. He heard a woman in the crowd say, ‘Serve ’im bleedin’ right for takin’ ‘is whip to ’em!’


Drinkwater broke through the cordon round the coach to where a large grinning man in working clothes held the tossing heads of the lead-horses. The whites of their eyes were vivid with terror. Rolling almost beneath the stamping hooves, the triplecaped bundle of a bald-headed coachman rolled in the gutter while three men, one with a lacerated cheek, beat him with sticks.


The offending whip lay on the road and the coachman’s huge tricorne was being rescued and appropriated by a ragged youth, to the whoops of amusement of his fellows. Several hags roared their approval in shrill voices, while a couple of drabs taunted the woman in the coach.


Drinkwater took in the situation at a glance. A momentary sympathy for the man who had been whipped faded in his angry reaction to disorder. The noise of riot was anathema to him. As a naval officer his senses were finely tuned to any hint of it. London had been wearing him down all day. This final scene only triggered a supressed reaction in him.


Still in full dress he threw back his cloak and drew his hanger. His teeth were set and he felt a sudden savage joy as he shoved his heel into the buttocks of the nearer assailant. A cry of mixed anger and encouragement went up from the mob. The man fell beneath the pawing hooves and rolled away, roaring abuse. The other two men paused panting, their staves ready to rebuff their attacker. Drinkwater stepped astride the coachman, who moaned distressingly, and brought his sword point up to the throat of the man with the whipped face. With his left hand he felt in his pocket.


‘Come now,’ Drinkwater snapped, ‘you’ve had your sport. Let the lady proceed.’


The man raised his stave as though about to strike. Drinkwater dropped the coin onto the back of the coachman. The glint of the half-crown caught the man’s eye and he bent to pick it up, but Drinkwater’s sword point caught the back of his neck.


‘You will let the fellow go, eh? And set him upon his box if you please …’ He could feel the man’s indignation. ‘I’m busy manning a King’s ship, cully. Do you take the money and set the fellow up again.’ Drinkwater sensed the man acquiesce, stepped back and put up his sword. Threat of the press worked better than the silver, but Drinkwater did not begrudge the money, disliking the arrogant use of corporal punishment for such trivialities.


The man rose and jerked his head at his accomplice. The coachman was hauled to his feet and bodily thrown onto the box. His

hat had disappeared and he put his face into his hands as the crowd taunted him and cheered. Drinkwater turned to the window.


‘Would you like me to accompany you, ma’am?’ The face was pale and round in the gloom. He could not hear her whispered reply but the door swung open and he climbed in.


‘Drive on!’ he commanded as he closed the door. When he had pulled the blinds he sat opposite the occupant. She was little more than a child, still in her teens. The yellow carriage lights showed a plain face that seemed somehow familiar. He removed his hat.


‘You are not hurt?’ She shook her head and cleared her throat.


‘I … I am most grateful, sir.’


‘It was nothing. I think, ma’am, you should tell your coachman to be less eager to use his whip.’


She nodded.


‘Are you travelling far?’ he went on


‘To Lothian’s hotel in Albemarle Street. Will that take you far out of your way? If so, I shall have poor Matthew drive you wherever you wish.’ She began to recover her composure.


Drinkwater grinned. ‘I think that inadvisable. My lodgings are off the Strand. I can return thither on foot. Please do not trouble yourself further.’


‘You are very kind, sir. I see that you are a sea-officer. May I enquire your name?’


‘Drinkwater, ma’am, Lieutenant Nathaniel Drinkwater. May I know whom I had the honour of assisting?’


‘My name is Onslow, Lieutenant, Frances Onslow.’


‘Your servant, Miss Onslow.’ They smiled at each other and Drinkwater recognised the reason for her apparent familiarity. ‘Forgive my curiosity but are you related to Admiral Sir Richard Onslow?’


‘His daughter, Mr Drinkwater. You are acquainted with my father?’


‘I had the honour to serve under him during the Camperdown campaign.’ But Drinkwater was thinking he knew something else about Miss Onslow, something more keenly concerning herself, but he could not recollect it and a minute or two later the carriage turned off Piccadilly and drew to a halt in Albemarle Street.


After handing the young lady down he refused her invitation to reacquaint himself with the admiral.


‘I regret I have pressing matters to attend to, Miss Onslow. It is enough that I have been of service to you.’ He bent over her hand.


‘I shall not forget it, Mr Drinkwater.’


Drinkwater forgot the encounter in the next few days. He became immersed in the countless details of preparing his ship for sea. He visited the Navy Board again, bribed clerks in the Victualling Office, wrote to the Regulating Captain in charge of the Impress Service at Chatham. He accrued a collection of books and ledgers; Muster books, Sick and Hurt books, Account books, Order books, orders directives. He had many masters; the Admiralty, the Navy Board, the Victualling Board, Greenwich hospital, even the Master-General of the Ordnance at Woolwich. Towards the end of November, he paid his reckoning, complaining about the exhorbitant charge for the candles he had burned in their Lordships’ service. In company with a sprightlier Lieutenant Rogers he caught the Dover stage from the George at Southwark at four in the morning and set out for Chatham.


As the stage crossed the bridge at Rochester and he glimpsed the steel-grey Medway, cold beneath a lowering sky, he recalled the contents of a letter sent to his lodgings by Lord Dungarth. The earl had concluded, … I realise, my dear Nathaniel, that she is not what you supposed would be in my power to obtain for you, nevertheless the particular nature of the service upon which you are to be employed would lend itself more readily to your purpose of advancement were you in a bomb. Virago is a bomb in fact, though not in name. I leave it to your ingenuity to alter the matter …


Drinkwater frowned over the recollection. It might be a palliative, though it was unlike Dungarth to waste words or to have gone to any effort to further the career of a nobody. What interested Drinkwater was the hint underlying the encouragement.

Virago had been built as a bomb vessel, though her present job was to act as a mere tender to the other bomb ships. That degrading of her made her a lieutenant’s command, though she ought really to have a commander upon her quarterdeck. He could not resist a thrill of anticipation as the stage rolled to a halt outside the main, red-brick gateway of Chatham Dockyard. As they descended, catching the eye of the marine sentry, the wind brought them the scent of familiar things, of tar and hemp cordage, of stored canvas and coal-fired forges and the unmistakable, invigorating smell of saltings uncovered by the tide.


Despatching Rogers with their sea chests and a covey of urchins to lug them to an inn, Drinkwater was compelled to kick his heels for over an hour in the waiting room of the Commissioner’s house, a circumstance that negated their early departure from the George and reminded Drinkwater that his belly was empty. In the end he was granted ten minutes by a supercilious secretary who clearly objected to rubbing shoulders with lieutenants, whether or not they were in command.


‘She is one of several tenders preparing to serve the bombs,’ he drawled in the languid and increasingly fashionable manner of the ton. ‘As you may know your vessel was constructed as a bomb in ’59 whereas the other tenders are requisitioned colliers. Your spars are allocated, your carpenter’s and gunner’s stores in hand. The Victualling Yard is acquainted with your needs. You have, lieutenant, merely to inform the Commissioner when your vessel is ready to proceed in order to receive your orders to load the combustibles, carcases, powder and so on and so forth from the Arsenal …’ he waved a handkerchief negligently about, sitting back in his chair and crossing his legs. Drinkwater withdrew in search of Rogers, aware that if all had been prepared as the man said, then the dockyard was uncommonly efficient.


Fifteen minutes later, with Rogers beside him, he sat at the helm of a dockyard boat feeling the tiller kick gently under his elbow. The wind was keen on the water, kicking up sharp grey wavelets and whipping the droplets from the oar blades. The sun was already well down in the western sky.


‘She’s the inboard end of the western trot,’ said the boatman curtly as he pulled upstream. Drinkwater and Rogers regarded the line of ships moored two and three abreast between the buoys. The flood tide gurgled round their bluff bows. Two huge ninety-eights rode high out of the water without their guns or stores, laid up in ordinary with only their lower masts stepped. Astern of them lay four frigates wanting men, partially rigged but with neglected paintwork, odd gun-ports opened for ventilation or the emergence of temporary chimneys. Upper decks were untidy with lines of washing which told of wives living on board with the ‘standing officers’, the warrant gunners, the masters, carpenters and boatswains. Drinkwater recognised two battered and decrepit Dutch prizes from Camperdown and remembered laying Cyclops up here in ’83. There had been many more ships then, a whole fleet of them becoming idle at the end of the American War. The boatman interrupted his reverie.


‘Put the helm over now, sir, if’ee please. She be beyond this’n.’


Drinkwater craned his neck. They began to turn under the stern of a shot-scarred sloop. The tide caught the boat and the two oarsmen pulled with increased vigour as they stemmed it. Drinkwater watched anxiously for the stern of Virago.







	
Chapter Three


	November–December 1800






The Bomb Tender




The richness of the carved decoration on her stern amazed him. It was cracked and bare of paint or gilt, but its presence gave him a pleasurable surprise. The glow of candles flickered through the stern windows. The boat bumped alongside and Drinkwater reached for the manropes and hauled himself on deck.


It was deserted. There were no masts, no guns. The paint on the mortar hatches was flaking; tatty canvas covers flapped over the two companionways. In the autumnal dusk it was a depressing sight. He heard Rogers cluck his tongue behind him as he came over the rail and for a moment the two officers stood staring about them, their boat cloaks flapping in the breeze.


‘There’s a deal of work to be done, Mr Rogers.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Drinkwater strode aft, mounted the low poop and flung back the companion cover. The smell of food and unwashed humanity rose, together with a babble of conversation. Drinkwater descended the steep ladder, turned aft in the stygian gloom of an unlit lobby and flung open the door of the after cabin. Rogers followed him into the room.


The effect of their entrance was instantaneous. The occupants of the cabin froze with surprise. If Drinkwater had felt a twinge of irritation at the sight of candles burning in his cabin, the scene that now presented itself was a cause for anger. He took in the table with its greasy cloth, the disorder of the plates and pots, the remnants of a meal, the knocked over and empty bottles. His glance rolled over the diners. In the centre lolled a small, rotund fellow in a well-cut coat and ruffled shirt. He had been interrupted in fondling a loosely-stayed woman who lay half across him, her red mouth opened in a grimace as the laughter died on her lips. Two other men also sprawled about the table, their dress in various states of disorder, each with a bare-shouldered woman giggling on his lap. There was a woman’s shoe lodged in the cruet and several ankles were visible from yards of grubby petticoats.


The oldest of the women who sat on the round, well-dressed man’s knee, was the first to recover. She hove herself upright, shrugged her shoulders in a clearly practised gesture and her bosom subsided from view.


‘Who are you gentlemen then?’ The other women followed her example, there was a rustling of cotton and the shoe disappeared.


‘Lieutenants Drinkwater and Rogers, madam. And you, pray?’ Drinkwater’s voice was icily polite.


‘Mrs Jex,’ she said, setting off giggles on either side of her, ‘just married to ‘Ector Jex, here … my ’usband,’ she added to more giggles. ‘My ’usband is purser of this ship.’ There was a certain proprietory hauteur in her voice. Mr Jex remained silent behind the voluptuous bulk of his wife.


‘And these others?’


‘Mr Matchett, boatswain and Mr Mason, master’s mate.’


‘And the ladies?’ Drinkwater asked with ironic emphasis, eyeing their professional status.


‘Friends of mine,’ replied Mrs Jex with the sharp certainty of possession.


‘I see. Mr Matchett!’


Matchett pulled himself together. ‘Sir?’


‘Where are the remainder of the standing warrant officers?’


‘H’hm. There is no gunner appointed, nor a master.’


‘How many men have we?’


‘Not including the warrant officer’s mates, who number four men, we have eighteen seamen. All are over sixty years of age. That is all …’


‘Well, gentlemen, I shall be in command of the Virago. Mr Rogers will be first lieutenant. I shall return aboard tomorrow morning to take command. I shall expect you to be at your duty.’ He swept them with a long stare then turned on his heel and clattered up the ladder. He heard Rogers say something behind him as he regained the cold freshness of the darkened deck.


As they made for the ladder and the waiting dockyard boat a figure appeared wearing an apron, huge arms in shirtsleeves despite the chill wind. He touched his forehead.


‘Beg pardon, sir. Willerton, carpenter. You’ve seen that pack of whores aft sir? Don’t hold with it sir. ’Tis the wages of sin they have coming to ’em. There’s nowt wrong with the ship, sir, she’s as fine today as when they built her, she’ll take two thirteen inch mortars and not crack a batten … nowt wrong with her at all …’


Slightly taken aback at this encounter Drinkwater thanked the man, reflecting, as he took his seat in the boat, that there were clearly factions at work on the Virago with which he would become better acquainted in the days ahead.


‘You are required and directed without delay to take command of His Majesty’s Bomb Tender Virago, which vessel you are to prepare for sea with all despatch …’


He read on in the biting wind, the commission flapping in his hands. When he had finished he looked at the small semi-circle of transformed warrant officers standing with their hats off. The sober blue of their coats seemed the only patches of colour against the flaked paintwork and bare timbers of the ship. They had clearly been at some pains to correct the impression their new commander had received the previous evening. They should be given some credit for that, Drinkwater thought.


‘Good morning gentlemen. I am glad to see the adventures of the night have not prevented you attending to your duty.’ He looked round. Matchett’s eighteen seamen, barefoot and shivering in cotton shirts and loose trousers, were standing holding their holystones in one hand, their stockingette hats in the other. Drinkwater addressed them in an old formula. He tried to make it sound as though he meant it though there was a boiling anger welling up in him again.


‘Do your duty men. You have nothing to fear.’ He strode aft.


The cabin had been cleared. All that remained from the previous night were the table and chairs. Rogers followed him in. Drinkwater heard him sigh.


‘There is a great deal to do, Sam.’


‘Yes,’ said Rogers flatly. From an adjacent cabin the sound of a cough was hurriedly muted and the air was still heavy with a mixture of sweat and lavender water.


Drinkwater returned to the lobby and threw open the door of the adjacent cabin. It was empty of people though a sea-chest, bedding and cocked hat case showed it was occupied. He tried the door on the opposite cabin. It gave. Mrs Jex was dressing. She feigned a decorous surprise then made a small, suggestive gesture to him. Her charms were very obvious and in the silence he heard Rogers behind him swallow. He closed the door and turned on the first lieutenant.


‘Pass word for Mr Jex, Mr Rogers. Then make rounds of the ship. I want a detailed report on her condition, wants and supplied state. Come back in an hour.’


He went into the cabin and sat down. He looked round at the bare space, feeling the draughts whistling in through the unoccupied gunports. The thrill of first command was withering. The amount of work to be done was daunting. The brief hope of raising the status of Virago as Lord Dungarth suggested seemed, at that moment, to be utterly impossible. Then he remembered the odd encounter with Mr Willerton, that vestigial loyalty to his ship. Almost childlike in its pathetic way and yet as potent to the carpenter as the delights of the flesh had been to last night’s revellers. Drinkwater took encouragement from the recollection and with the lifting of his spirits the draught around his feet seemed a little less noticeable, the cabin a little less inhospitable.


Mr Jex knocked on the cabin door and entered. ‘Ah, Mr Jex, pray sit down.’


Jex’s uniform coat was smartly cut and a gold ring flashed on his finger. His hands had a puffy quality and his cheeks were marred by the high colour of the bibulous. The Jexes, it seemed, were sybaritic in their way of life. Money, Nathaniel observed, was not in short supply.


‘When I was at the Navy Board, Mr Jex, they did not tell me that you were appointed purser to this ship. Might I enquire as to how long you have held the post?’


‘One month, sir.’ Mr Jex spoke for the first time. His voice had the bland tone of the utterly confident.


‘Your wife is still on board, Mr Jex …’


‘It is customary …’


‘It is customary to ask permission.’


‘But I have, sir.’ Jex stared levelly at Drinkwater.


‘From whom, may I ask?’


‘My kinsman, the Commissioner of the Dockyard offered me the appointment. I served as assistant purser on the Conquistador, Admiral Roddam’s flagship, sir, the whole of the American War.’ Drinkwater suppressed a smile. Mr Jex’s transparent attempt to threaten him with his kindred was set at nought by the latter revelation.


‘How interesting, Mr Jex. If I recollect aright, Conquistador remained guardship at the Nore for several years. Your experience in dealing with the shore must, therefore, be quite considerable.’ Drinkwater marked the slightest tightening of the lips. ‘I do not expect to see seamen on deck without proper clothing, Mr Jex. An officer of your experience should have attended to that.’ Jex opened his mouth to protest. ‘If you can see to the matter for me and, tomorrow morning, bring me a list of all the stores on board we may discuss your future aboard this ship.’ Indignation now blazed clearly from Jex’s eyes, but Drinkwater was not yet finished with him. In as pleasant a voice as he could muster he added:


‘In the meantime I shall be delighted to allow you to retain your wife on board. Perhaps she will dine with all of the officers. It will give us the opportunity to discuss the progress of commissioning the ship, and the presence of a lady is always stimulating.’ Jex’s eyes narrowed abruptly to slits. Drinkwater had laid no special emphasis on the word ‘lady’ but there was about Mrs Jex’s behaviour something suspicious.


‘That will be all, Mr Jex. And be so kind as to pass word for Mr Willerton.’


Several days passed and Drinkwater kept Jex in a state of uncertainty over his future. The men appeared in guernseys and greygoes so that it was clear Jex had some influence over the dockyard suppliers. Drinkwater was pleased by his first victory.


He listened in silence as Rogers told of the usual dockyard delays, the unkept promises, the lack of energy, the bribery, the venality. He listened while Rogers hinted tactfully that he lacked the funds to expedite matters, that there were few seamen available for such an unimportant vessel and those drafted to them were the cast-offs from elsewhere. Drinkwater was dominated by the two problems of want of cash and men. He had already spent more of his precious capital than he intended and as yet obtained little more than a smartened first lieutenant, a few documents necessary to commission his ship, only obtained by bribing the issuing clerks, and victuals enough for the cabin for a week. Apart from the imposition of further bribing dockyard officials for the common necessities needed by a man of war, he had yet to purchase proper slops for his men, just a little paint that his command might not entirely disgrace him, a quantity of powder for practice, and a few comforts for his own consumption: a dozen live pullets, a laying hen, a case or two of blackstrap. He sighed, listening again to Rogers and his catalogue of a first lieutenant’s woes. As he finished Drinkwater poured him a glass of the cheap port sold in Chatham as blackstrap.
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