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AUTHOR’S NOTE

With the exception of the Officers and Seamen of H.M.S. Trojan, all the British Naval and Military Officers in this novel really existed and their actions are a matter of historical fact. Their opinions are also, in most cases, widely known and where they have been credited with remarks of conversations—as, for example, with the fictitious characters—which are not actually their own words, care has been taken to make sure that these are, as far as possible, in keeping with their known sentiments.

The remarks criticizing Army organization, attributed to Midshipman St. John Daniels (later V.C.) are based on opinions expressed at that time by a number of Naval Officers and, in particular, by Sir Evelyn Wood, V.C., in his From Midshipman to Field Marshal, published in 1906.

The main events described are historically accurate and did actually take place, as described, according to books published, soon after the Crimean War ended, by those who took part in them.


THIS NOVEL IS DEDICATED TO
Commander Charles Gower Robinson, R.N.
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PROLOGUE

1

At 6:30 a.m. on October 17, 1854, the siege-guns of the Allied Armies of Britain and France opened fire on the Russian naval base of Sebastopol from their entrenched positions on the Crimean Upland, to the south of the city.

The two armies, with their Turkish allies and supported by their fleets, had landed on the Crimean Peninsula at Kalamita Bay, to the north, on September 14 and, six days later, had defeated the Russians, under Prince Menschikoff, at the Battle of the Alma. Subsequently yielding to the French belief that Sebastopol was impregnable to attack from the north, the invaders had made a flank march inland, landing their siege-trains at Balaclava and Kamiesch. It had taken the better part of three weeks to haul the heavy guns into position on the Upland and to establish the army camps there but, by October 17, all was in readiness for the first full-scale bombardment which, it was hoped, would destroy the enemy’s land defenses. Those on the seaward side were to be attacked—as nearly simultaneously as might be possible—by the Allied Fleets.

A well-directed fire was maintained from both works on the Upland for nearly four hours, the Russian garrison replying with spirit, in the awareness that this was a prelude to the long awaited assault on Sebastopol by the two besieging armies which, if it were successful, must lead to the city’s capture. At 10 a.m., however, a shell exploded the principal French magazine, causing considerable damage and loss of life and virtually paralyzing the French artillery. After a second explosion not long afterwards, General Canrobert—recently promoted to the French supreme command—sent an aide-de-camp to the British lines to announce that it would be out of the question for his troops to participate in any further action that day. Notwithstanding this news, the British batteries continued to pound away energetically at the Russian defensive works.

At noon the combined Black Sea Fleets, consisting of eleven French, ten British, and two Turkish ships-of-the-line, in addition to frigates and steam gun-vessels, started to maneuver into line to engage the enemy’s sea defenses. Sebastopol lay shrouded under a thick pall of smoke from the land bombardment and it was impossible to judge with accuracy what was taking place ashore. No means of communication having been arranged between the naval and military forces, the two Admirals Commanding-in-Chief were unable to obtain information as to the progress of the land-based assault they had been requested to support. In the confident supposition that this must shortly take place—if, indeed, it had not already been launched—both flagships made the signal to their fleets to attack as soon as the line was complete. The maneuver occupied almost an hour, since the battleships under sail had to be towed into station by steamers lashed to their sides, and it was 1:15 p.m. before the first broadside was fired.

In the meantime, despite the fact that the guns of the British Naval Brigade ashore had opened a breach in the Russian perimeter through which an assault might well have been attempted, the British military Commander-in-Chief, Lord Raglan—in the absence of French support—regretfully declined to order it. The regiments under arms detailed to form the first wave of the attack were, accordingly, permitted to stand down but the two fleets advanced valiantly to press home their own attack, unaware that their efforts were now to no purpose. They were met by a withering hail of shell and redhot shot.

As darkness began to fall, the thunderous roar of gunfire from the Upland slackened and then ceased and, it being at last evident that no land-based assault on Sebastopol had been made, the naval signal for recall was hoisted, first by the Ville de Paris and then by the Britannia. The smoke of battle slowly cleared and, as the attacking ships hauled off, one—H.M.S. Rodney of 90 guns and under sail—was seen to have run aground in shoal water in perilous proximity to Fort Constantine. Under a heavy cannonade from the batteries which had her range, she was towed off by two small steamers, Spiteful and Lynx, each mounting six guns, assisted by the steam-screw frigate Trojan, 31, whose commander took his ship close inshore to draw the fort’s fire from the stricken Rodney.

The French Fleet, under the command of Vice-Admiral Hamelin, set course for Kamiesch Bay to the south, followed by the Turkish flagship Mahmudieh. Vice-Admiral James Deans Dundas, Commander-in-Chief of the British Fleet, grimly recognizing that the action had been a failure, ordered his battered ships to return to their own anchorage at the mouth of the Katcha River, to the north of Sebastopol.

The swiftly gathering darkness did not completely hide the melancholy spectacle they presented. Scarcely a ship of the inshore squadron had escaped damage, their Admiral observed despondently, as he studied them through his night-glass. Some had been hulled more than a score of times; Retribution had lost her mainmast, Trojan her foremast, and Arethusa was still fighting a fire on her upper deck. Shrouds and stays hung in tattered shreds from those whose masts had not gone by the board, and blackened, still smouldering decks were littered with a tangle of torn rigging and shattered yards, which their weary crews laboured to salvage or cut away.

For nearly five hours the British fleet had discharged broadside after broadside at the great, stone-built fortress known as Constantine, which guarded the northern approaches to Sebastopol’s harbour. They had pitted their wooden ships against casemated batteries protected by immensely thick walls upon which, however rapid and well-aimed their fire, they had been able to make little visible impression. Prevented from storming the harbour by a line of blockships sunk across the entrance, most of the British line-of-battle ships had been out-ranged and out-gunned. Russian batteries, placed behind strongly constructed earthworks on the high cliffs behind the fort and firing bar and chain-shot had, even at extreme range, wrought havoc with their rigging and upper yards.

The seamen had worked their guns heroically, stripped to the waist and half-blinded by smoke, as shells burst on the crowded decks, taking terrible toll of them. But they had carried on in the best traditions of the British Navy, only now to realize that all their heroism had been in vain, their courage and sacrifice wasted by the inaction of the troops on shore. Sebastopol was still securely in the hands of its Russian garrison and, to add to the bitter consciousness of failure, not one of the towering forts at the harbour mouth had been silenced. Save for a few minutes early in the engagement, when a lucky shot from H.M.S. Agamemnon, 91, flagship of Rear-Admiral Sir Edmund Lyons, had caused some stored ammunition to blow up, the guns of Fort Constantine had blazed continuous defiance.

Even when, in an endeavour to shorten the range, Admiral Lyons had led the inshore squadron to within a scant six hundred yards of the fort itself, he had been compelled to drop anchor with less than two feet of water under his keel, and this had prevented all except the Sanspareil, 70—like Agamemnon, a steam-screw ship—from closing him. The other ships of his squadron, although able to bring their starboard broadsides to bear on the fort, had suffered severely from the enfilading fire of the cliff-top batteries ahead and astern of them, to which they had not the elevation to reply. These batteries had thrown hot-shot with devastating effect, setting several ships on fire, among them the Agamemnon herself. Her crew had, however, brought the blaze under control and the flagship had held her station, discharging repeated broadsides at her target, at times almost alone. First Albion, 91, then London, 90, and then the 50-gun frigate Arethusa—all sailing ships and all gallantly commanded—had been forced to break off and permit the steamers to which they were lashed to tow them out of range.

The Navy had paid a high price for the little—the tragically little—that the bombardment of Sebastopol’s seaward defenses had achieved, Admiral Dundas thought bitterly. And when, next day, he waited in the spacious stern-cabin of his 120-gun flagship Britannia for reports of damage and lists of killed and wounded to reach him from individual commanders, he grew increasingly bitter.

The combined Fleets had suffered 520 casualties in the abortive action, of which the British Fleet’s total was 44 killed and 266 wounded and, of the latter, the Admiral knew, many would die from their injuries within the next few days. He felt understandably resentful as he set about the difficult task of composing a despatch for the Board of Admiralty later that afternoon, when all the reports had come in. He had advised very strongly against an attack on Sebastopol from the sea, convinced that the sinking of the enemy blockships at the entrance to the harbour must render such an attack ineffective. Lord Raglan had, however, seen fit to disregard his advice and when, after lengthy discussion, what had seemed to him a most ill-conceived plan of attack had been agreed upon, the French had insisted on changing even this … and at the eleventh hour, when his own ships were already clearing for action. He shook his head in weary frustration.

Their Lordships could scarcely be expected to approve of the long casualty lists and the damage to so many ships-of-the-line, he was unhappily aware. A successful bombardment of the sea forts, culminating in the capture of Sebastopol by the Allied land forces, might have justified the naval losses … but an unsuccessful engagement, which the Army commanders had so lamentably failed to turn to advantage, could not possibly redound to his credit. Conscious that the costly failure was not his fault, Admiral Dundas knew that, so far as their Lordships of the Admiralty were concerned, he would be held responsible nonetheless, and he endeavoured to pen his despatch optimistically, writing it in his own hand, instead of dictating the carefully phrased sentences to his Secretary.

When it was done, he read it through, frowning. Certain documentary evidence might with advantage, he decided, be appended to his report. Copies of letters from Lord Raglan and of various notes he had sent to and received from Admiral Hamelin were filed in his Letter Book. In addition there was a copy of the official communiqué, signed by Lord Raglan and General Canrobert, in which was set out, in detail, the military plan of action and the request for naval support. These might possibly absolve him from blame, if not entirely from responsibility, in their Lordships’ eyes. At least they would serve to demonstrate that he had wanted no part in yesterday’s costly fiasco and that he had agreed to the Generals’ demands because, eventually, he had been left with no alternative. He could not put into words, could not even hint—in an official des- patch to the Admiralty—at his dissatisfaction with his French Allies, whose system of command was such that it left all major decisions on naval strategy to be made by the military Commander-in-Chief.

Still less, the Admiral reflected regretfully, could he confess to the growing mistrust he felt for his own second-in-command, since it was apparently at their Lordships’ wish and certainly with their knowledge that Sir Edmund Lyons occupied the privileged position he did, vis à vis Lord Raglan. Rear-Admiral Lyons, rather than himself, was regarded as the final authority on naval matters by Lord Raglan, enjoying his confidence, having his ear, influencing his decisions.

He blamed the French—and General Canrobert in particular—for yesterday’s failure. Although, so far as yesterday was concerned, Sir Edmund Lyons was, in his opinion, almost as much to blame as the French were. Had it not been Lyons who had originally conceived the idea of the ill-starred naval attack on the forts? Had it not been he who, thirsting for action and seeking an opportunity to distinguish himself, had persuaded Lord Raglan of its merits?

The Admiral drew the draft of his despatch towards him and studied it again in frowning concentration, his frown deepening when he re-read the paragraph he had numbered 8. To have linked the name of his second-in-command with that of the Captain of the Fleet, Rear-Admiral Stopford—who, like himself, had watched the action from Brittania’s unscathed poop—was perhaps a trifle ungenerous. He had deliberately refrained from singling out for praise the gallantry displayed by Admiral Lyons in bringing his fine steam-screw ship Agamemnon so close to the fort but … there was a certain justice in the omission.

No one, least of all himself, Admiral Dundas thought wryly, could deny Edmund Lyons’s personal courage or his splendid seamanship—although he possessed an exceptionally able Flag-Captain in William Mends. Thanks to their skilful handling of Agamemnon in the action, her total casualties had been four men killed, two officers and twenty-four seamen wounded … a remarkable achievement, in the circumstances. But no doubt word of this and of Lyons’s dashing leadership of his inshore squadron would, in due course, reach the First Lord, Sir James Graham, by other means. Lyons himself regularly exchanged letters with Sir James, and Lord Raglan would probably mention the matter in his despatch to the Duke of Newcastle. There would also be glowing reports in the Press, to the majority of whose “special correspondents” Lyons was already a hero, in the Nelson tradition. He would not be denied the credit he deserved by those to whom courage was the supreme virtue but for himself … Admiral Dundas passed an impatient hand through his thinning white hair.

He himself set greater store by forethought and sagacity, in a commander, and by a fitting sense of responsibility. Courage and dash, of the kind Lyons had exhibited yesterday, were qualities one looked for in junior officers; but when a man accepted promotion to high rank, he assumed with that rank responsibility for the lives of thousands of other men and the safety of the ships in which they served. A commander-in-chief was answerable for defeats, as well as being given credit for victories, and must, therefore, learn to temper courage with caution. Nelson—on whom, if rumour were to be believed, Edmund Lyons had sought to model himself throughout his service career—had died young.

Nevertheless … Admiral Dundas sighed. Lyons would succeed him as Commander-in-Chief of the British Black Sea Fleet when his own appointment came to an end, in two months’ time, and he found himself wondering, a trifle cynically, whether this would bring about a change of attitude on the part of his successor-designate. With the burden of command resting squarely on his shoulders, Lyons might not be quite so eager as he had been yesterday to send his ships in to shell Sebastopol’s formidable harbour defenses—even at Lord Raglan’s request. He might not be so insistent on defending Balaclava at all costs when the costs would be his own, the lives sacrificed in its defense his to explain to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, his to remember long after the battles were over and forgotten.

To give the devil his due, though, Lyons was efficient and a fine organizer and he had proved repeatedly, since his return to the Navy after almost twenty years in the diplomatic service, that he had forgotten none of the seamanlike skills he had acquired as a frigate captain. He inspired devotion in the officers and men serving under him and he was popular with the Army, particularly with its senior officers, most of whom—including Lord Raglan—were only too eager for him to assume command of the British Black Sea Fleet. Indeed, Admiral Dundas thought, when the time came, even he would not be sorry to pass on the burden of high office which now rested so heavily upon him, leaving Edmund Lyons, the sailor-diplomat, to make what he could of a difficult and unrewarding task. But … he thrust the draft of his dispatch from him, reaching again for his pen. He had not yet done so; he was still Commander-in-Chief of the British Fleet, he reminded himself, decisions as to naval strategy and the employment of the Fleet his to make—his and his alone—until he should haul down his flag.

If he decided to abandon Balaclava, neither Lyons nor Lord Raglan could gainsay him. Already the tiny, landlocked harbour was proving totally inadequate for the number of ships and the immense volume of stores, ammunition, and supplies it was required to accommodate. It was difficult of access; everything landed there had to be manhandled up a steep track to the head of a gorge and thence, for a further five or six miles, to the siege-works on the Upland—and it was daily becoming more congested. The choice of Balaclava as the British base had been made by Lord Raglan, on Lyons’s advice. Admittedly Lyons had chosen it in the belief that its use as a base would be temporary. He had expected to land the siege-trains and troop reinforcements there and, in the unlikely event that winter quarters might be required for the Army and a secure harbour for the ships of the Fleet he, like many others, had anticipated that Sebastopol would be captured in ample time to afford both.

As indeed, it might have been, the Admiral thought sourly, had the British and French troops launched their expected assault on the place yesterday. Taking a fresh sheet of paper, he wrote Lord Raglan’s name at its head.

“I consider,” he wrote, his pen moving firmly and decisively over the paper, “yesterday’s action a false one, which I decline to repeat and with which, as a naval officer of fifty years’ experience, I am profoundly dissatisfied …” The Admiral paused, to read through what he had written. He had expressed himself without finesse, even harshly, but every word was true and must be said, if he were not to fail in his duty. Sir Edmund Lyons could be requested to deliver the note in person and would, no doubt, exercise his skill as a diplomat in order to make his protest palatable to Lord Raglan and … he would defer making any decision concerning Balaclava for the time being. Perhaps the place could be held. He shrugged, added a few meaningless, conventionally polite phrases, and signed his name at the foot of the paper.

This done, he summoned his Secretary. Having given instructions for copies to be made of his despatch and the enclosures and a fair copy of the former to be delivered to him for signature, he asked for a number of other documents to be brought to him, including his Rear-Admiral’s report of the bombardment of Sebastopol’s sea defenses.

Promotions would have to be recommended, letters written to those Captains whose conduct merited recognition, and the command of several ships settled. Triton’s commander, Lieutenant Lloyd, had been killed yesterday, Firebrand’s Captain wounded, and there was the Trojan whose Captain, Thomas North, had died of cholera just before the frigate left Balaclava. She had been commanded in the action by her First Lieutenant, Admiral Dundas recalled … and very ably commanded. The First Lieutenant’s name was Phillip Hazard, he saw, aged 27, with fourteen years at sea, and a son of old Admiral Sir John Hazard, under whom he had served for a short time on the Cambrian, longer ago than he cared to remember. There had been a brother—an elder brother, if his memory was not at fault—who had been tried by court martial and dismissed the Service in … the date eluded him. But the ship had been the Comus, he was certain, and she had run aground at the mouth of the River Plate about ten or twelve years ago.

The Hazards were a fine old naval family but there was the brother and, of course, there were also the extraordinary accusations which the late Captain North had made against his First Lieutenant a few hours before he died. It was possible that he had been delirious—his behavior had been strange, to say the least, and his record as a commander left much to be desired but, in the circumstances, the sooner a new Captain was appointed to the Trojan the better, probably.

His Secretary laid the papers he had asked for in front of him and the Admiral thanked and dismissed him. Sir Edmund Lyons’s file lay on top of the rest and he read the report it contained again, with even more care than he had given to it initially, noting in particular the glowing tribute his second-in-command had paid to Captain Dacres of the Sanspareil.

“… never in the glorious annals of the British Navy … was an admiral better supported than I was by the commander of the Sanspareil …” Admiral Dundas frowned. There was praise also for the commanders of several other ships and a lengthy explanation of the circumstances in which the Rodney had gone aground, which exonerated her Captain, Charles Graham, of any suggestion of negligence. Admiral Lyons commended the conduct of several junior officers serving in his flagship, and drew attention to that of his Flag Lieutenant, Cowper Phipps Coles who, at the height of the engagement, had volunteered to go in a small boat to Bellerophon and Sanspareil—which had not seen his signals through the smoke of the guns—to request them to close the Agamemnon again.

“A service of great danger,” the Rear-Admiral wrote, “for the water all round the ship appeared a mass of foam from the projectiles which were passing her in all directions. Nevertheless, Lieutenant Coles accomplished his mission and returned in safety… .”

Admiral Dundas’ expression relaxed. He had witnessed Lieutenant Coles’ act of heroism from Britannia’s poop, when the smoke had momentarily cleared, and he made a note of the young officer’s name. This, at least, was a promotion he could endorse with a clear conscience, together with that of Frederick Maxse—Sir Edmund Lyons’s previous Flag Lieutenant—who had distinguished himself when acting as naval aide-de-camp to Lord Raglan, during the flank march to Balaclava. The other recommendations would require more thought. He had himself mentioned Commander Augustus Kynaston of the Spiteful in his despatch to the Admiralty, which should suffice to have that officer advanced immediately to post-rank, and there was Mr Codrington Ball, Second Master of the steam-tug Circassia, who had undertaken the dangerous and responsible task of piloting the inshore squadron across the shoal to within six hundred yards of Fort Constantine. But Admiral Lyons, he noticed, turning over the pages of his report, had also requested promotion for his senior Lieutenant, William Rolland, and for the commanders of Lynx and Trojan—Lieutenants Proctor-Luce and Hazard.

Of Lieutenant Phillip Hazard, the Rear-Admiral had written another glowing report, which concluded: “In view of the exemplary and gallant manner in which, as her First Lieutenant, he commanded the Trojan, I should like to recommend that he be confirmed in his command. As, however, this is a post-command and it seems to me probable that your Excellency may have an officer of higher rank in mind as successor to the late Captain North, I would request that Lieutenant Hazard be appointed to the Agamemnon … until such time as the command of a suitable ship … should become vacant… .”

Admiral Dundas picked up his pen once more, his broad, red-complexioned face set in thoughtful lines. He had several officers of higher rank in mind, of course. There were a number of commanders due for advancement, to whom the captaincy of a modern, 31-gun steam-screw frigate would be a fitting reward for good work and devotion to duty. Young Hazard was, as his sponsor had pointed out, too junior to be given the Trojan, save in exceptional circumstances. In the last war officials in their early twenties had attained post-rank—including Nelson and Lyons himself—but times had changed and there were now captains, with twice Hazard’s service, commanding smaller ships than the Trojan.

Besides, the Admiral reminded himself, there had been some ugly rumours concerning the Trojan during Captain North’s period of command. Her crew had been said to be disaffected, discipline poor and desertions numerous … he frowned, remembering. True, she had made a record passage out from England carrying, as passengers, a member of the Russian Imperial Family and her chaperone—the former a youthful Grand Duchess, who had somehow been overlooked during the course of an educational visit to London—both of whom had been repatriated to Odessa, just before the official declaration of war. It was also true that North had had the reputation of a taut hand but … his accusations against Lieutenant Hazard had been specific and damning and he had demanded a court martial under Article Nineteen of the Articles of War. Delirious or not, he had claimed that Hazard had been responsible for the disaffection of his ship’s company and had stated, quite positively, that he could prove his charges before a court martial. North was dead now, his proof and his charges dying with him but nevertheless … the Admiral’s quill spluttered over the paper.

He made a note that Lieutenant Hazard was to be appointed temporarily to the Agamemnon, but to serve with the Naval Brigade ashore in his present rank, unless specifically required for staff duties by Rear-Admiral Lyons. Still frowning, he placed a query against the note and laid it aside, whilst applying himself to the difficult task of deciding to which, of at least a dozen equally deserving senior officers, the vacant command of Trojan should be given.

He had reached no definite decision when his Secretary returned with a copy of his despatch for signature and the information that Rear-Admiral Lyons’s barge had been sighted, putting off from Agamemnon for the mile-long pull to Britannia’s anchorage.

“The Banshee is alongside, sir,” the Secretary added. “And mail for Constantinople has been collected from all ships at this anchorage, with the exception of the Agamemnon, sir. I understand that they are holding the postbag for Admiral Lyons, sir, who has been ashore at Lord Raglan’s headquarters all day.”

“Very well.” Admiral Dundas appended his signature to the despatch. “You will kindly see that this goes with the Banshee to Constantinople. And inform Commander Reynolds that he is to get under way immediately, if you please. The rest of the mail can be consigned to the Spiteful tomorrow morning.”

His own despatch would thus, he was fully aware, be the first official report of the naval bombardment to reach Whitehall … but he was conscious of no regrets on this account, as his Secretary took the document and its enclosures from him and went obediently to carry out his instructions.

The Banshee was under way before Admiral Lyons’s barge had covered more than half the distance which separated the two flagships. Her sturdy paddle-wheels churning the water to foam, the little despatch-steamer was a dark silhouette against the evening sky by the time the barge tied up to Britannia’s starboard chains. The side party stiffened to attention, as the boatswain’s mates raised their calls to their lips, preparatory to piping the Rear-Admiral aboard with due ceremony.

In the stern cabin, sipping a glass of Madeira, the Commander-in-Chief awaited his coming with equanimity. He had now made up his mind as to the Triton’s new commander—a comparatively easy decision, since Triton was only a 3-gun paddle-wheel steamer—and he had reduced the list of those he was considering for the command of Trojan to four names.

All were equally deserving, so that it might, perhaps, be politic in the circumstances to consult his Rear-Admiral or even to permit him to decide which of the four should be given advancement … Admiral Dundas smiled quietly to himself. Loyal as always to his little coterie of one-time Blonde or Madagascar officers, Lyons would almost certainly plump for Charles Crawford who, like Dacres of the Sanspareil, had served under his command in the Blonde in 1828.

Well, Crawford would not be a bad choice; he was the senior, even if his health was not as robust as it might have been and had put him ashore on half-pay for the last few years, his seniority entitled him to a better command than his present one … the quill spluttered again, as Captain Charles Crawford’s name was underlined. A good man, Charles Crawford, the Admiral reflected—taut enough, yet invariably a well-liked and respected officer. Just the man to put a stop to any disaffection there might still be among Trojan’s people … and it would do no harm to let Lyons imagine that the choice had been his.

Sipping his Madeira, Admiral Dundas wondered what had gone wrong during Captain North’s command. Some incident involving the passengers, perhaps? It was a possibility, of course. Women had no place aboard a ship of war; they invariably caused trouble, and the presence, on board the Trojan, of a Russian Grand Duchess on the eve of the declaration of war might well have caused trouble of the worst kind … particularly when the Trojan’s Grand Duchess had, apparently, been young and very beautiful.

Draining his glass, the Admiral wondered, with fleeting curiosity, what had happened to her. Perhaps she had been among the ladies of Sebastopol for whom, it was said, Prince Menschikoff had caused a pavilion to be set up overlooking the Alma, in order that they might witness the victory of his Imperial Army over the invaders from England and France. Or on the other hand, she … there was a knock on the door of his cabin. He rose heavily to his feet and, forcing a smile, prepared to welcome his second-in-command and successor-designate, Rear-Admiral Sir Edmund Lyons… .

2

The heavy coach lurched drunkenly over the rutted, uneven surface of the post-road from Perekop, to Simpheropol, its four sweating, mud-spattered horses urged on by the whips of the postillions crouching low in their saddles. Ahead galloped a dozen cavalrymen in the green uniform of the Chasseurs of Odessa, seeking to clear the way with shouts and curses but having, at times, to use the flat of their sabres in order to force a passage through the packed ranks of plodding foot soldiers, whose weariness made them deaf to commands and curses alike. But they halted thankfully when their own officers waved them to the road verge and stood there, leaning on their muskets, grateful for the unexpected respite which enabled them to draw breath and shift the heavy packs they bore to a more comfortable position.

The coach rumbled past them, showering them with mud and small stones, and those of the waiting infantrymen who troubled to look up saw that its window curtains were drawn, hiding its interior from their gaze. They made no comment, asked no questions, and, even among themselves, indulged in no speculation as to the identity of the passing travellers. The majority of the soldiers were not curious. So far as they were concerned anyone who drove at such speed, with an escort of cavalry riding before and behind, must be a personage of great importance—a General or their Governor and Commander-in-Chief, Baron Osten-Sacken, probably. Someone, at all events, whose presence in Simpheropol was required with much greater urgency than their own. They were simply the rearguard of a force of some thirty thousand men, summoned from Odessa and destined to act as reserves to the army of Prince Menschikoff now based at Bakshi-Serai and gathering, in daily increasing strength, in the Valley of the Tchernaya.

Inside the coach, one of the occupants—a tall, slim young man in the uniform of a Colonel of Chasseurs and wearing the aiguillette of an Imperial aide-de-camp—moaned softly as the rear wheels of the vehicle struck some obstacle, almost dislodging him from his seat. His right sleeve was empty, tucked into the front of his frogged green jacket and, unable to save himself with his single arm, he slithered forward, to be brought up with a jolt against the door of the coach, all his weight momentarily on his left leg which—although booted—was heavily bandaged. He contrived to drag himself back into his seat before either of his two companions could offer him assistance, shaking his head firmly to the anxious question in the eyes of the lovely, dark-haired girl who sat beside him.

“I … am all right, Sophia. Please do not make a fuss. I … it will pass, I promise you.”

Her arms about him, endeavouring to give him support, the girl looked down pityingly at his pale, sweat-beaded face and tightly compressed lips. This journey was torment to him, she knew and, turning to the third occupant of the carriage, she addressed him pleadingly. “Cousin Nikita, I beg you … tell the coachman he must slow down. I know that you are anxious to reach Bakshi-Serai but Andrei is not fit to be thrown about in this manner. His leg is not yet healed and his arm causes him a great deal of pain still. He—”

“Our hero of the Alma!” The handsome boy she had appealed to spoke derisively. “Of course, we must take the greatest care of him, must we not? But perhaps, my dear Sophia, your husband does not thirst, as I do, for action? It is possible that, having tasted English steel, he is less eager than he would have us believe to wipe out the stain on our country’s honour which those thrice-damned English bayonets inflicted upon it.”

“He is ill,” Sophia defended. She felt her husband’s body go limp in her arms and, impeded by the swaying of the coach, managed at last to place him in a position of more comfort with his head pillowed on her lap. “And,” she added reproachfully, when her companion made no attempt to help her, “he is in such needless agony that he has fainted. Why must we travel at this reckless speed, Nikita? Surely a few hours won’t matter to you, will they?”

“But of course they will! Mikail has stolen a march on me … he is already there. In action, probably, at the head of his troops, whilst I, his elder brother, am not.” With an impatient hand, the boy flicked dust from his impeccably polished Hessian boots. He, too, was in uniform, looking absurdly young for the major-general’s insignia and the number of Orders and decorations which adorned his silver-laced blue Hussar jacket. In fact, he was twenty-two … “If your husband is unfit to travel, then he is unfit to fight and should have remained at Odessa under his mother’s eye.”

“You don’t know what he has endured,” the girl protested. “Have you no pity, Nikita?”

“For Andrei Stepanovitch Narishkin? No, Sophia, I have not. He is an arrogant, strutting poseur, brought up by women, his every whim indulged by his adoring mother, who has made a weakling of him. Since his so-called capture of the English frigate Tiger, which ran aground under his nose, he has been impossible. I cannot imagine how you are able to endure being married to him.”

Sophia Mikailovna Narishkin did not answer her cousin’s taunts. They were, she knew in her heart, justified but, even to her cousin Nicolai—whom she had known since childhood—she was not prepared to make any such admission.

“Talking of English frigates,” the young Grand Duke went on, his tone deliberately provocative, “there is one in which, I am told, you still take a sentimental and somewhat unpatriotic interest … the Trojan, yes? Or was it her commander who aroused your—er—your interest during the voyage from England?”

Sophia felt the hot, betraying colour come flooding into her cheeks. “Who,” she challenged angrily, “who dared to make any such suggestion?”

Nicolai shrugged. “Servants talk … and old Osten-Sacken is an incurable gossip. There was mention of a ring … that one, I think,”—he gestured to the fine emerald on her right hand—“was it not? Ah, come now… .” When Sophia was silent, “when did we have secrets from each other, little cousin? What was he like, this English sailor of yours? A better man than Andrei, I’ll wager!”

Sophia’s fingers gently caressed her husband’s cheek. Almost against her will, she found herself looking back, remembering the Trojan and Phillip Hazard. For a moment it was his face she saw pillowed on her lap, not Andrei’s and then, losing interest in his teasing, Nicolai drew back the curtain and pointed.

“We’re in Simpheropol at last,” he said. As swiftly as it had come to haunt her, Sophia’s vision vanished. “Andrei,” she whispered softly, “wake up, my dear … we have arrived.”


CHAPTER ONE

1

The morning of Sunday, October 22, dawned bright and clear with a hint of frost in the air although, as yet, it was by no means cold.

Her Majesty’s steam-screw frigate Trojan, 31, in company with the rest of the British Black Sea Fleet, lay at anchor off the mouth of the Katcha River, six miles to the north of Sebastopol. As the sun rose, the duty watch—anticipating an early pipe to breakfast—moved about her freshly holystoned upper deck coiling down and stowing hammock.

Vice-Admiral Dundas had assured Their Lordships of the Admiralty that, with the exception of the Albion and the Arethusa, he hoped to be able to make his squadron serviceable within 24 hours of the attack on Fort Constantine and, in Trojan’s case, this hope had been fulfilled. Her fore-topmast had been replaced; the tangled network of broken spars and torn rigging, with which she had emerged from the action, had been cut away and replaced, and the gaping holes in hull and upperworks, made by the Russian round shot, plugged and caulked up. The carpenter and his mates had toiled no less energetically than the seamen aloft, their task to rip up and renew splintered or fire-scorched deck planking and to repair what could not be renewed. Only her single, black-painted funnel, which had been riddled by the guns of the Wasp battery, still bore witness to the fury of the engagement in which Trojan and her squadron had taken part.

Standing on the quarterdeck, Phillip Horatio Hazard, the frigate’s First Lieutenant and acting commander, looked about him with approval. Her newly appointed Captain, he thought, would be able to find little fault with the order Trojan was in, when he came to make his inspection later this morning. The entire ship’s company had worked with a will, like the good men they were and … he bit back an involuntary sigh and, acknowledging the salute of the officer of the watch, who came to meet him, said formally, “Pipe hands to breakfast, if you please, Mr Fox. The ship’s company will muster at five bells for Captain’s inspection. Captain Crawford will read his commission and then inspect the ship, before conducting Divine Service.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Lieutenant Fox nodded to the midshipman of the watch to pass on these instructions, his expression carefully blank and his voice lowered, as he added some routine instructions of his own. Seven bells of the Morning Watch struck; the Boatswain put his silver call to his lips and the pipe, echoed by his mate on the deck below, was obeyed with alacrity by the duty watch, who had all been out of their hammocks since 4 a.m.

As the men gathered in their messes, clustering hungrily about the well-scrubbed deal tables to await the appearance of the cooks, with their mess-kits of steaming cocoa and boiled ship’s biscuit, the Boatswain’s powerful, full-throated voice could be heard, carrying clearly to the lower deck.

“D’ye hear there, fore and aft? Clean for muster at five bells … rig of the day duck frocks and white trousers! Clean shirts and a shave, for Captain’s inspection at five bells… .”

Phillip Hazard stood by himself on the starboard side of the quarterdeck, a tall and, in that moment, an oddly isolated and even lonely figure as he listened to the shouted orders, his dark brows meeting in a frown. Captain’s inspection now meant, of course, Captain Crawford’s inspection, not his own, he reflected wryly. In fact, this was probably the last time that he would stand on the weather side of Trojan’s quarterdeck, clad in the dignified trappings of command, his word law to the three hundred officers and men who made up the frigate’s complement of bluejackets, engineers, and marines. In a little under three hours’ time, he would cease to enjoy the exclusive right to pace these few yards of narrow deck, which were, by tradition, the commander’s prerogative, sacred to him as soon as he made his appearance from below, and to be shared only at his invitation, even by the officer of the watch. All too soon another man would stand here in his place and he himself, stripped of his brief authority, would be merely one of half a dozen watch-keeping lieutenants on board a ship-of-the-line, limited in his responsibilities, anonymous in his lack of importance.
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