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To my lovely cousin Joanne, who has continued to smile and has remained cheerful, despite many tribulations.









PROLOGUE

John Pearce knew he was wasting his time almost as soon as he sat down. Besides, in revisiting the Pelican Tavern – a place he had previously avoided – the thoughts both memory and his presence induced were far from pleasant, the whole not aided by the way his day had gone thus far, that compounded by a touch of lonely introspection: he had sent his good friend Michael O’Hagan back to Portsmouth to tell the other two men who formed his circle that matters were in hand that would see them free from worry. Then, as arranged, he had called upon the office of the First Lord of the Treasury in Downing Street, expecting to receive there the results of certain promises that had been made to him the previous evening, letters that would quickly and smoothly ease the lives of his companions in misfortune, as well as a possible commission taking him back to the Mediterranean. Neither had been forthcoming and nor had any explanation been offered for their absence. A request to see William Pitt had been scoffed at, then brushed aside as that turned to a demand. It had been made abundantly plain to him he was not important enough to force the issue and no time had been given to him in which his concerns might be resolved.


Time was pressing; all three of his friends were now in some danger instead of just two, so, determined to force matters and having left an address at which he could be contacted, Pearce made his way to the Admiralty. He had in his possession a letter from Rear Admiral Sir Hyde Parker, which should partially realise what he required, as well as a written submission of his own he had always intended to be used. That the two buildings were not far apart was one blessing: it curtailed his anger at being so badly treated by the King’s First Minister as well as his speculations as to what had changed overnight.


He thought he had struck a bargain and, whatever his opinion of Billy Pitt, he had not had him down as a man who failed to keep his word, unlike the other politician who had been present last night. Henry Dundas, Pitt’s political fixer, a fellow Scot who commanded many vote in the House of Commons was, to John Pearce, a poisonous snake of a man. Dundas had been responsible for much trouble in his life, as well as that of his late father, the radical orator and pamphleteer, Adam Pearce.


Pitt had been clear in what he wanted – John Pearce had been his messenger before and would be so again. In return he would get, without the trouble of demanding them from the Admiralty, three protections from naval impressment as well as two writs for arrest suspended. Had Dundas been lukewarm, had he changed Pitt’s thinking after Pearce departed? He did not know and speculation was useless. That was a matter which would have to wait!


Just to get into the Admiralty building he had been required to excessively tip a sour-faced and deeply inquisitive doorman, a fellow who reacted to his name as though the notion of this visitor holding a lieutenant’s rank in the King’s Navy was an affront to be taken personally. Finally allowed through to an anteroom, his letters passed on, he had sat waiting to be seen, this while officers of a higher rank and greater heft, arriving later, were waved through to interview, leaving him and the other queuing supplicants to quietly fester at the lack of even-handedness. The morning had gone and so had noon with no sign of him being granted an interview.


Eying those who waited with him did nothing for a mood which grew darker with each passing hour: a captain of advanced years and apparently little in the way of interest waiting to beg for an appointment, lieutenants of various ages seeking employment of any kind – the Impress Service if all else failed. The one thing they all shared, apart from the pique of being constantly passed over, was an air of quiet desperation that underlined their hushed conversations.


Pearce had stayed silent and deliberately morose, his thoughts left him little choice, more than once avoiding a complicit eye that sought to engage him in the kind of talk common in naval circles, of service past and the possibility of shared acquaintance. He had no desire, especially after his reception at the front gate, to even proffer his name, lest in doing so he open himself up to enquiry, for if he wore, like these other men, the coat of a king’s officer, he wore it reluctantly.


Quite apart from that, he had his reputation and the means by which he had achieved his rank, which even in an establishment of some two thousand officers would be the subject of common gossip and lurid opinion, neither of which he wished to be exposed: if even a lowly Admiralty porter knew his story, then these others would have knowledge of it too. That he had been right to remain silent was underlined by the raised eyebrows and startled expressions which greeted the use of his name, sonorously announced by a footman.


‘Lieutenant John Pearce?’ There was a degree of disdain in this fellow’s look too, as he responded to an affirmative reply. ‘Admiral Affleck will see you next.’


A buzz of animated conversation followed him out, most larded with surprise, or perhaps venom from those who, in recognising the name, would see him as an undeserving upstart. Yet there would be jealousy too, especially from those recently commissioned, who would realise that, if they had been sitting in the same room with a fellow of murky elevation, they had also been within talking distance of a man who had enjoyed the good fortune for which they craved: they had not only failed to nail his identity, but missed an opportunity to press for details, to hear of his exploits from his own lips.


The room he had entered, home to the Board of Admiralty, was spacious and rectangular, lit by three large windows that struggled to illuminate the dark panelling of the walls. Outside could be heard the muted sounds of Whitehall, one of the busiest thoroughfares in London: street hawkers and peddlers, hoarse military commands from the barracks of the Horse Guards, carriages in such quantity and so lacking in discipline that endless disputes resulted on who had the right of way At one end of the boardroom table sat Admiral Phillip Affleck, the most junior of the naval lords, his indifference to the visitor obvious by the way he flicked a finger and spoke, not to mention the contemptuous tone of his voice.


‘Please address yourself to the Secretary of the Board, Lieutenant. I have little interest in you or your business.’


The man in question, Phillip Stephens, sat to one side at a separate desk. He was elderly, arrogant of eye and with disapproving shape to his mouth, features that were set off by the dry, pallid skin of a lifelong indoor man. Having shown no curiosity whatsoever, barely acknowledging his entry, he had examined the letter Pearce had sent in earlier with a jaundiced expression, his greying eyebrows rising towards his like-coloured wig as if the contents were in some way bizarre and the signature at the bottom quite possibly a forgery. He then picked up Pearce’s own submission, a request that the persons named, having been released from naval service by the officer in command of the Mediterranean Fleet, be granted exemptions that would protect them from the risk of being once more pressed. Then it was back to the, letter, which was waved slightly.


‘This in itself does not provide means for your request, sir.’


‘I cannot see how it fails to, Mr Stephens. Admiral Hyde Parker penned it on the instructions of Lord Hood. He has freed these men from the navy on the very good grounds that their original impressment was illegal.’


‘It does not say that, Mr Pearce.’


‘No, but I do!’


That brought forth a snort of disapproval from a supposedly disinterested Admiral Affleck.


‘Hardly grounds to give out such documents to…’ Stephens hesitated and made much of picking up an eyeglass to look at the names, ‘… O’Hagan, Taverner and Dommet, is it? Protections are not things to be handed out lightly at such a time, when the fleet is so short of hands to man her ships. I need hardly remind you we are at war with a most vicious enemy.’


If Pearce was cursing Hyde Parker for being imprecise, he was also silently castigating himself for failing to make sure the intentions of the communication were clear. The release and future safety of the trio had been part of their arrangement, a reward for his services to Lord Hood; that his friends, the men with whom he had been pressed himself, should, in theory, be free to walk the streets of England in safety. At the moment Charlie and Rufus were anchored off Portsmouth, stuck aboard the badly damaged frigate, HMS Fury, with Michael on his way to rejoin and reassure them. She had lost all her masts in a ferocious Biscay storm, before rescuing them from off the coast of Brittany from near certain captivity.


The original intention for everyone to travel with John Pearce had been set aside for several reasons, one being – and this was where theory parted with practicality – that two of his companions had writs out for their arrest – it had been these Pitt had agreed to quash, the provision of three protections more gilding than necessity, given he had the means to acquire them anyway. The writs were probably not much of a problem in Hampshire but one that would increase as they approached London.


There was also the cost of four souls travelling at a shilling a mile: Pearce had only a limited amount of money with which to pay, having been required to expend a fair bit of his coin to buy slops and the like from the frigate’s purser, for those with whom he had been rescued, this to replace items lost at sea. His own blue coat had suffered so much he had been obliged to buy a second-hand replacement from a Portsmouth tailor on the very good grounds that to appear in Whitehall in a singed and torn garment would not serve.


He had also seen, when seeking to book his passage, how many eager eyes studied the London coach, plus the knowledge he possessed from previous journeys that every post house on the way to the capital was a magnet for those hunting naval deserters. His friends bore the marks of their service: pigtails grown as hobbies could be cut and jaunty clothing discarded but there was no disguising a sailors gait plus the ruddy complexion occasioned by exposure to the constant wind, while even a cursory examination would spot palms ingrained with tar.


In theory, being with a commissioned officer, someone who could vouch for them, should be protection enough, but the writs out for Charlie Taverner and Rufus Dommet complicated matters. It was no secret that men ran to sea from the law, which always exposed sailors to extra scrutiny from a whole stratum of folk who made their living from the trade in bounties. It was a truism John Pearce knew from his previous travelling life: in a strange setting you never knew who was who and what they were about. As an enterprise travelling together was not only too expensive, it was too risky.


So he had travelled with Michael O’Hagan, the Irishman’s safety secured by his coat and, sure that matters were in hand, he had sent him back again with a leave pass which would pass muster on the road and protect him from interference: no one scrutinised a sailor going to a ship, only those who could not prove they were not running from one, and in doing so had inadvertently put him at risk, for now time was of the essence.


HMS Fury would not remain at anchor forever; she was slated to be warped into the dockyard for repairs, which would remove the element of safety his friends now enjoyed. That he was angry at this moment, he knew, yet he was also aware that to let that show would not serve with a functionary like the fellow before him: Stephens was accustomed to the tirades of men of much higher rank than he. Pearce hated to beg, it went right against the grain of his being, but he kept in the forefront of his thinking that he was not seeking something for himself. He was pleading for others and that allowed him to suppress his ire and address Stephens in a firm but even tone, speaking more in hope that certainty.


‘It is also the wish of the First Lord of the Treasury, Mr Stephens, which I am willing to undertake to confirm. I take it a note from Mr William Pitt, supporting Admiral Parker’s letter, will sway matters.’


That got him a crabbed look: the notion that he, a mere lieutenant of limited service time and ambiguous elevation, could call upon the assistance of the king’s first minister was surprising. But then Stephens’s already hooded eyes had narrowed and flicked towards Admiral Affleck, which told Pearce the secretary had recalled how he came by his rank, gifted to him at the insistence of King George himself. He surely could not call to mind that singular event without also recollecting the circumstances that brought it about, the capture of a French ship of the line, which must cause him to surmise he was not dealing with an ordinary officer. Before him was a fellow for whom the expression ‘still waters’ could have been coined, for John Pearce ran very deep indeed, perhaps too deep for even a powerful Admiralty secretary or a naval lord to gainsay.


‘Is it not strange indeed,’ Stephens intoned, employing a sepulchral air that went with his desiccated, colourless appearance, as well as an indication of the troubled times in which we live, that a man can go from being so recently under the threat of a King’s Bench warrant, to being able to call upon the services of the minister who had it issued.’


That had the hitherto silent admiral expelling the air from his lungs through flapping lips, in a way very reminiscent of a bored horse.


‘Be assured,’ Pearce replied, with a confidence wholly false, ‘that I can do so and on this very day.’


It was to salve both his pride and the authority of the Board that Stephens concluded the interview in the way he did: inclined to refuse, he was certain, given the power of Pearce’s connections, he must accede, but the least he could do was make the man before him wait for something he could order completed by a mere ring of a bell.


‘Call back on the morrow and they will be handed to you.’ The eyes went back to the papers that littered his desk, numerous, for Phillip Stephens was the man who really ran the King’s Navy, an organisation which in its complexity and reach was the wonder of the world. ‘Good day, Lieutenant Pearce.’


‘Obliged, sir,’ Pearce replied, producing the courtesy, even if he did not feel any had been forthcoming.


As he was about to leave the room, Stephens delivered a parting shot. ‘And please remember, Lieutenant, to bring with you the requisite fees for these protections.’


Which left him asking, as he exited the gate of the Admiralty building in a foul temper, recalling, as he did, the way he had been obliged to pay even for the letters granting him his lieutenant’s rank, if there was anything the navy did that was not accompanied by a demand for a fee.









CHAPTER ONE

In coming to the Pelican Tavern Pearce had, perforce, to enter the Liberties of the Savoy, that strip by the River Thames where many of the writs that constituted the law of the land did not run. In doing so he had passed many a sharp eye and had been studied with care, looks that belonged to men who made their living from taking up miscreants with writs against their name. Most for debt, many were for minor crimes, like those of Charlie Taverner, who had worked as a sharp in the nearby areas to the north, the Strand and Covent Garden, preying on and duping the innocent or the foolish.

Outrageous schemes promising fabulous returns, forged lottery tickets, fake watch auctions and a bit of dipping had been Charlie’s stock-in-trade. Rufus Dommet, an innocent sort of fellow who looked younger even than his tender years, had run from an onerous apprentice bond, a crime in the eyes of an unforgiving law. This was the place where he had first met them and that pair, barring the Sabbath, if Pitt reneged on his commitment, would still be at risk of arrest outside the confines of the Liberties, protections or not.

Once inside and divested of his boat cloak, home to roaring fires and a healthy fug of pipe smoke, he sought out and parked himself in the same seat as the one at which he had first met them, ordering some much-needed food and a tankard of warming metheglin. This gave him, from the very back of the room, as it had on that foul and windy night, a good view of the door through which he had entered.

Pearce had been on the run himself then, from the King’s Bench warrant so recently alluded to by Phillip Stephens, as well as the powerful bailiffs employed by the courts to execute such writs and apprehend the putative villain. His crime – in truth, that of his father – had been called sedition, a much more serious transgression than the offences common in the Liberties, one that could end at Tyburn if those who hated radical writings were inclined to press matters to an execution.

From this very perch he had watched Michael O’Hagan lift a hefty pine bench using nothing but his teeth – an indication, if his height and bulk were insufficient, of his massive natural strength. The giant Irishman had been mightily drunk before his feat and even more so afterwards – if he had been sober there was not a press gang in the world could have taken him up without he felled most of those trying. Eyes ranging over the room, Pearce took in the door by the serving hatch through which he had tried to escape, only to run into those set there to catch their fleeing quarry, which brought about his first encounter with Captain Ralph Barclay, the man he now saw as his mortal enemy.

‘Such a ferocious stare, sir, I would not want to be the object of your ruminations.’

Pearce looked up at the man who stood before him, into a winning smile in an amiable, handsome face, immediately relaxing his own compressed features. ‘I was lost in recollection, sir.’

‘Then damned unpleasant they must have been, Lieutenant.’

‘I was recalling the night a press gang burst into this very room and carted off all of the able-bodied men, myself included.’

‘That was but a year past was it not?’ the stranger said, his eye running over the uniform coat with an air of deep curiosity.

‘Then you know of it?’

‘Sir, it has been the talk of the place ever since, almost the first subject to which I was made aware when I moved my place of business to a set of chambers close by and began to come to the Pelican for refreshment. Allow me to name myself: Arthur Winston, and you, sir, are…?

‘John Pearce.’

‘And you were pressed that night?’

‘I was.’

‘An act which is illegal in this part of the metropolis?’

That made Pearce smile, so unaccustomed was he to that misconduct being acknowledged. The Liberties of the Savoy came under the legal jurisdiction of the Duchy of Lancaster, they being the boundaries of the long-gone Savoy Palace, which had been home to John of Gaunt, third son of the King Edward who won at Crécy, progenitor of the bloodline which had produced in his grandson, Henry, the more famous victor of Agincourt. For several centuries, because of its exempt status outside the control of the Royal Courts, it had provided sanctuary for the less salubrious citizens of London and Westminster. One of the statutes of the Liberties, well frequented by Thames watermen, was that it was against the law to seek to press seamen from within its confines.

Seeing agreement in Pearce’s expression, Winston added, in a sombre tone, ‘But I suspect you are familiar with that to an uncomfortable degree.’ He leant forward to see into Pearce’s near empty tankard. ‘Would you permit me to purchase you a refill, sir?’

A look of suspicion crossed Pearce’s face; he could not help it, for life since childhood, traversing the whole of the kingdom in the company of his radical father, had attuned him to distrust unwarranted and too spontaneous generosity, often the precursor to an attempt at chicanery. Yet it disappeared as fast as it surfaced: what possible harm could there be in taking a tankard from this fellow?

‘I confess a purpose, sir,’ Winston said, his face solemn. ‘I am agog to hear of what happened to you and how, in the name of creation, after so short a time, you can be wearing what I assume is a uniform coat of a rank to which you are entitled.’

Avoiding a direct answer, being guarded about the story of his elevation to a lieutenant’s rank, Pearce grinned, invited the fellow to sit down and accepted the invitation to drink, this time a tankard of porter. Perhaps it was the fact that he was nothing to do with the King’s Navy, or even that he was an habitué of the Pelican and thus something of a soul mate to his friends, stuck in Portsmouth, awaiting their protections.

As the serving wench, called over with her jug to provide the necessary, came towards them, Pearce, seeing the depth and extent of her visible bosom, as well as the width of her hips, was reminded of Rosie, another fulsome girl first seen on that ill-fated night, one who had enjoyed the favours of Michael O’Hagan while simultaneously fuelling the jealousies of Charlie Taverner. When he mentioned this other wench’s likeness to Rosie, his new companion reacted with disbelief, the look on his face one which implied he thought an association between them somewhat unlikely.

‘She was an acquaintance of yours, sir?’

‘I confess I really did not know her, Rosie being of neither a shape or personality to attract me, but she was at one time the paramour of a friend.’

And the possessor of the most overwhelming bosom this side of Tartary.’

‘The friend in question was Michael O’Hagan and he was pressed at the same time as me.’

‘Then sadly, if he still carries a torch for Rosie, he will find his bird flown.’

‘A fact he mentioned with some regret.’

Aye, a farmer came in some months past from Covent Garden market, apparently, with gold in his hand and love in his heart for a wench with such massive udders and he carted her off, no doubt to milk her. I think it was the former, the gold, which swayed your wench, for my information is that he was not overtly handsome.’

Charlie Taverner had also harboured designs of Rosie and he was handsome, but that had availed him little, which made sense of Winston’s observation. ‘I reckon you are correct, sir: she was also the object of affection to another friend who lacked the means to engage her interest.’

‘So, sir,’ Winston said, now sat beside Pearce and his eyes full of hope. ‘Am I to be favoured with a telling of your tale, or are the memories too painful to recount?’

‘There is a great deal to tell.’

Winston waved his tankard, full and foaming. ‘I have no pressing engagements.’

John Pearce, as he responded, felt required to mention the fact that he was a stranger to the Pelican himself, having only recently returned from Paris, which had Winston’s eyebrows twitching with interest, and that required an excuse be found for why such a thing was so – he had no intention of telling a man unknown to him he had been on the run. So he concocted a tale of seeking out a French acquaintance in trouble, hinting at a woman without actually saying so, which led Winston to allude to the danger of a Briton looking for anything in such a dangerous setting as a city in the grip of the bloody revolution.

Pearce deflected that by admitting to a soft heart, which protected him from exposure and went on quickly to change a subject replete with untruths and in danger of spinning out of control. This he did by recounting the first suspicions he had that something was amiss in the Pelican, aroused by a group of tars, accompanied by a red-coated drummer boy, who had come in after him and had, to his mind, acted strangely.

‘They barely drank, Mr Winston, and made no display, which for blue-water sailors is singular indeed, so I began to suspect something might be afoot, but before I could act upon my misgivings the whole press gang burst in, clubs waving. I made for the side door you observed me glaring towards, narrowly avoiding a clout from our Irish friend, only to find a bastard called Ralph Barclay and more tars in possession of the alleyway.’

‘You put up a fight, for I am told there was mayhem?’

‘I very nearly got clear, sir, but they possessed numbers and there were simply too many with whom to contest, so, once bound, I was done for – and I was not alone, of course: those I had been conversing with previously were taken as well. You may have heard of them too: an old wiseacre called Abel Scrivens, sadly now deceased, and another very likely also gone to meet his Maker, a West Countryman called Ben Walker. He was taken by Barbary pirates and the last I saw of him was as a wharfside slave in Tunis.’

The memory of that made Pearce pinch the top of his nose, his eyes shutting at the same time. Abel Scrivens had died in place of him, less than a week into that first voyage, while circumstances had forced him to leave Ben Walker to his fate and the memory of that, mixed with a tinge of self-pity, never failed to make him slightly lachrymose.

Winston was all apology. ‘Sir, I am distressing you, it is clear.’

‘It is hard to recall them without sorrow, for if those two men resided here for crimes or misdemeanours, they did not deserve what came their way. But two of the others with whom I became companions are at present safe aboard a ship anchored off Portsmouth, very likely now joined by a third.’

Pearce paused then, wondering whether to mention Pitt and his promises, but he decided that would sound to fantastic to a stranger. Yet it provided a concomitant resolution; if he did not hear from Downing Street he would have to act as if the promises made were not going to happen.

‘Tomorrow I go, first to the Admiralty to pick up for them protections, then down to Hampshire to bring them to safety. Not only will they be released from naval service, but also they will have no fear of press gangs or the crimps that line the Portsmouth road.

‘And these fellows are?’

‘O’Hagan, the aforementioned Charlie Taverner and a young lad called Rufus Dommet.’ Pearce raised his tankard, Arthur Winston following suit. ‘We called ourselves the Pelicans, a soubriquet that bound us as one. Here’s to them and to my joy that I may once again share with them a tankard in their old haunt.’

‘You must go ashore,’ insisted the master of HMS Fury. ‘Matters have altered and it has to be so.’

He said these words while looking up into the face of a less-than-enamoured Michael O’Hagan, newly back on board. Behind the master stood the purser, a thin stick of a fellow, as well as a pair of the other warrants permanently attached to the damaged frigate, the gunner and the carpenter. Clearly they saw safety in numbers when it came to dealing with the Pelicans, one of whom was still unhappy at a change of the original plan to travel with John Pearce, while not being made any more confident by the news Michael brought.

‘You say he’ll be here on the morrow, Michael,’ Charlie had said, an’ maybe he will if’n a pretty face don’t take his fancy.’

Charlie Taverner was reminding them the same fellow had left them high and dry once before while he pleasured himself with a high-born lady, which delayed his return from London to fetch them off another vessel, an error that saw all three of them shipped off to the Mediterranean from the very Spithead anchorage in which the were now anchored.

The merchant ship from which they had been rescued, the Guiscard, had been taken in by the surveyors to be valued and examined as to the legitimacy of it being a prize, the seamen with whom they had boarded her, being long-serving naval volunteers, had been happy to go with her and, once on shore, to either contact their old captain in the hope of future employment or to sign on in another ship of war.

Charlie and Rufus, debarred from going ashore themselves – they could not just hang about in the dockyard without being attached to a vessel and there had been nowhere else for them to reside. Since the dock at which the frigate would be fitted with new masts was occupied, another plea from Pearce to the captain for them to be allowed to stay aboard, to save money and avoid risk, had seemed the best solution.

‘Captain Warren said we was free to stay aboard this barky until Mr Pearce returned.’

Turning to Charlie Taverner, who had mouthed that complaint, the master had his reply ready.

‘His commission was over yesterday and he has gone, which you have seen for yourself, but that is not the nub. This ship is to be warped in for inspection at first light tomorrow, which I admit we did not expect, and even if your officer comes he will be too late to save you, and I am bound to enquire if there is a risk he will be delayed?’

‘Who knows?’ added the gloomy carpenter, not in the least interested in the looks of doubt exchanged by the Pelicans. ‘She might be condemned. Her timbers are in a state after years in the Indies and what she suffered in that hurricano we went through damaged more’n just the masts.’

‘Please God she goes to the breakers and we get a better berth,’ mouthed the gunner. ‘I reckon I’m at least due a fourth rate for the years I’ve put in.’

‘That’s not the point,’ the purser insisted, not in the least interested in the gunner’s wish for a bigger ship and a higher rate of pay, or the carpenter’s pessimism about the state of the scantlings. ‘I have to make up my accounts for the Victualling Board and I can scarce do that with you lot still eating rations as though you belong aboard, without so much as a farthing of payment.’

It was an impasse: Captain Warren, given his place on the captain’s list, was due a larger vessel and had been appointed to one, having got his personal followers ashore and away with him. The remainder of the crew, a high number of them Lascars, given the frigate had served on the Calcutta station, had been stripped out within an hour of Warren’s departure and sent to another warship unable to weigh for want of manpower. The only reason Charlie and Rufus had been left aboard was their not being listed on the frigate’s muster book; nor was Michael.

‘There’s two ways this can be done,’ the master added. ‘Either you leave or you will be faced by a file of marines sent to shift you ashore as soon as we tie up, with the dockyard mateys pocketing a reward for turning you in.’

Michael O’Hagan wanted to pick the fellow up by his throat and ask him what he thought they would do if they did go ashore without either a ticket of leave which would stand up to scrutiny or an officer to safeguard them. What stopped him was the man’s age as well as his rank: he was not an officer in the strict sense, but he was the most senior of the warrants. To lay hands on him would not be kindly looked upon, but he did pose the question uppermost in his mind, and in a very brusque manner.

‘There are ways out of the dockyard, Paddy, and I can show them to you.’

‘And then?’

‘Get out of Portsmouth and find your officer fellow-in London.’

‘That sounds as simple as kiss my hand,’ crowed Charlie Taverner, his face alight with sarcasm. ‘We won’t get over the bridge.’

That induced a ruminative silence: the naval base lay near the tip of Portsea Island, connected to the mainland by bridges which, quite naturally, given the propensity of sailors to desert the king’s service, were well guarded for those seeking to get onto the mainland. Charlie, quite naturally, made no mention of the writs out for him and Rufus, a serious added danger.

‘You will if we give you a boat,’ said the carpenter, suddenly, to nods from his mates when he sought their approval. ‘If’n you make for the shore beyond Hayling Island you’ll have a clear run.’

The carpenter looked quizzically at the master then: he knew about maps and he was not disappointed in the response as the man added, ‘Dry land all the way, and I can draw you a route to take that will get you to London.’

‘Easy for you to say,’ moaned Rufus Dommet, speaking for the first time. ‘You get to stay with the ship.’

‘Which is our right, lad,’ the master insisted, ‘but we are of the sea, so you cannot think us friends to those who would press you again, for even if we are not at risk ourselves we still despise the buggers for the low scallies they are. But you don’t have a choice: it’s take what’s on offer or you won’t even get out onto the hard. The marines will have all three of you aboard another barky before your feet touch and you can protest till you’re blue that you’ve got protections on the way. Open your mouth to that, an’ they’ll make sure you’re on a ship about to weigh that very day.’

The implications of that were very unpleasant: once at sea they would be beyond the reach of legal safety and the navy had ways of making sure matters stayed that way. The trio exchanged glances, but in such a situation, with John Pearce absent, O’Hagan was the person to defer to.

‘A boat?’ Michael asked, eventually.

‘You might be best on your own, Michael,’ Charlie said, which got him looks of deep curiosity from the warrants.

‘No, we’re all in the same steep tub now.’

If Rufus looked confused, Charlie understood; Michael was not going to desert them, seeking to use Pearce’s ticket of leave that had got him here, which, in any case, might not suffice going the other way, given the scrutiny of such documents was intense.

‘The jolly boat,’ the gunner suggested. ‘Big enough for five and small enough so one of us can come with you to fetch it back.’

‘Sure, we need food for the journey,’ said Michael. ‘An’ more besides,’ Charlie added. ‘Some kind of shore-goin’ rig and the like.’

If three of the men before the Pelicans nodded, one did not, though they all knew why Charlie had made that demand. On the way back from the Mediterranean, HMS Grampus had caught fire and sank, taking with it most of their possessions. Some had been replaced through the good offices of John Pearce, but not all. It was the fourth fellow who presented the problem.

‘What?’ the purser demanded. ‘Shore-going rig! Have you not dunned me for enough?’

‘Mr Pearce paid for what we’re wearing,’ Charlie protested.

‘He’s yet to pay for the food you’re eating.’

‘I ain’t got no more’n a few pence left,’ O’Hagan growled, with such ferocity that the purser took two steps back and barged into the gunner, standing painfully on and bruising the man’s toes. ‘And by doin’ what you say we could be sacrificing any hope of what pay we’re owed.’

‘Bugger the pay,’ Charlie spat. ‘It’s a six-month wait to get that at best.’

‘You are sure Mr Pearce will return?’ the master asked.

‘Course he will,’ shouted Charlie, with all the confidence he could muster; any doubts he had would not be shared with this lot. And he’s well found, what with the prizes we’ve taken.’

More important was the look exchanged between the master and the purser, which implied the latter would have to accede to their request, that was until prizes were mentioned: the word brought a sudden gleam to the purser’s eye and, quite suddenly, he was all agreement.

‘I shall, of course, charge him a fee in interest, and of necessity it will be a high one, given the quality of what I will provide.’

Seeing Michael’s glowering reaction to this promise of daylight robbery, the purser took refuge behind both the master and the gunner, not that the statement abashed him. The other two were looking at Michael O’Hagan, and though he did not say so, the Irishman knew they were on the horns of a real dilemma. To stay was impossible; to run fraught with peril. Never mind what they might face by being sent to sea again, Charlie and Rufus could face prison or transportation once ashore and away from the protection provided by the navy.

As the alternatives ran quickly through his mind, he knew that what had been suggested presented the best course and that included landing Pearce with the purser’s bill. That would have to include some coin: what Pearce had given him he had used on the way south and when he said he had only pennies left that was the truth. Without money they would either have to steal or beg and that risked being quickly rumbled and handed over to the local watch, which was worse than being taken by a press gang.

‘The other warrants will agree?’ he asked.

The bosun, master-at-arms and the cook had gone ashore to carouse in the taverns on Portsmouth Point; the others who had acted as warrants, on a ship so long at sea, had been temporary promotions by the captain, so, not being Navy Board appointments, they had lost their places as soon as she dropped anchor.

‘Can’t see why they would not,’ the master replied.

‘Food for a week, and what Charlie said besides, some coin as well as your boat, or on the blood of the Blessed Mary those marines of yours will be carrying us to a new ship and you lot in a foursome of pine boxes to the churchyard.’

A huge Irish fist was slowly raised to make his point.

‘Well said, Michael,’ added Charlie Taverner.

‘It best be done peaceful, like,’ murmured the gunner.

‘Easy for you,’ the purser cried, recovering some of his ire. ‘The price is not coming from your pocket.’

‘Nor will it be coming from yours, you slimy goat, you’ll just be givin’ away some of the monies you fiddled from them poor dumb Lascars on the way home from Bengal.’

‘Take that back or so help me…’

The man stepped right up to the purser, who was by no means the shape of a fighting man, while the gunner was a short and grizzled veteran, nut-coloured from Eastern service, who had served in king’s ships man and boy. ‘What will you do, turd?’

‘Enough,’ the master called. ‘We are not like to see these poor fellows troubled, so we has no choice but to give them what they need, without grumbling, and rely on Mr Pearce to make good on his promise to pay.’

There was little time for what was required: the cutting of pigtails that had taken months to grow, the preparation of old, lightweight canvas from worn sailcloth, which Michael insisted they must, with needle and thread, turn into clothing that would not only keep foul weather off their head and backs, but stop them being immediately identified as tars. The slop ducks they already wore had to be narrowed: pigtails aside, nothing screamed ‘sailor’ like wide-bottomed leg wear. Ditty bags were sewn too, with a skill that came easily to Rufus, once an apprentice in the leather trade, much less so to Charlie and Michael, who bled many times from needle pricks.

The ditty bags had to be big enough to carry food, like chunks of portable soup, salt fish, spare shirts, stockings, lye soap, shaving kit and shore-going footwear. The work carried on into the gloom of twilight until it was complete and, in darkness, equipped as best they could, they went over the side, took the oars and, using the lights of the town as a guide, steered away from the dockyard along the Southsea shore to the sound of the tide beating against the shingle.

‘And how in God’s name,’ demanded Rufus Dommet, when darkness fell, ‘is John Pearce goin’ to find us?’

‘We have to find him, Rufus,’ Charlie replied. ‘And damn quick.’

‘So there you have the story, Mr Winston. I, like the others from this benighted place, was trussed and taken downriver, the frigate weighed from Sheerness within a day, and I have to tell you that, if it is damned difficult to get off any ship, it is rendered impossible once they are at sea.’

‘This Ralph Barclay sounds like a rum cove I must say,’ Winston said. ‘Not that the navy is short of his type.’

Pearce shook his head. ‘The pity is he is not the worst, sir. There are those who see him as lenient. Besides that, malice is endemic, for I must tell you my companions and I have been pressed not once, but twice.’

Winston’s eyebrows shot up. ‘That, sir, is singular. Am I to assume Barclay to be at the seat of that also?’

‘Yes, but he had help from a slimy little toad, a midshipman and relation of his called Toby Burns.’

‘Who is surely worth another bumper,’ Winston replied, signalling for a refill. And I am agog to hear more of this Barclay fellow as well as what you observed in Paris. I am a man of business and a first-hand account of the events in that benighted city will be a rare treat indeed.’ The break into French was unexpected, but it made Pearce smile. ‘Voulez-vous prend un autre boire, avec moi?’

Pearce replied, amused by the less-than-perfect French, but far too polite to correct it. ‘Le même, s’il vous plaît.’









CHAPTER TWO

It was by a fortuitous accident that John Pearce missed Ralph Barclay at the Admiralty, for had they met there would have been blood on the walls. True to his nature, on entering the same anteroom, Barclay was brusque with everyone present, they being strangers. Also, given he had lost his left arm at Toulon, while making it plain the wound had yet to fully heal – the ligature left in the wound had yet to come free – his demand that a lieutenant surrender a comfortable seat on one side of the fireplace had to be acceded to, that following on from his loud admonition to the footman who had shown him in to take care to let Mr Stephens know he came with the blessing of the Duke of Portland. It was his way of telling those waiting that he did not lack for interest in the matter of seeking employment: he was merely here to find out what ship he would be given.

For all the discourtesy of his entry and manner, such was the way of the navy, where grovelling to senior officers was very necessary, every lieutenant present was eager to engage him in conversation, especially since, with such a potent aristocratic connection, he would soon have a command: he was, after all, a post captain with the twin epaulettes of three years in the rank and he had seen action.

When they enquired on such matters they found themselves addressing a man eager to recount his adventures, as well as to air his prejudices: for the former, that led to boasts of prizes taken, a single ship action which, though ending in a defeat, he managed to make sound like a triumph, that followed by his unflattering opinion of the man who held the Mediterranean Command, Vice Admiral Samuel Lord Hood.

‘His Lordship made a singular mess at Toulon,’ he insisted. ‘He should have listened to the wiser counsel of Sir William Hotham. Now, there was a man who had the right of it.’

That had the other post captain present, an elderly fellow who had seemed to be asleep, opening his eyes and sitting slightly forward: a man of Barclay’s rank did not lightly traduce an admiral of the status and reputation of Sam Hood without good cause. It was not necessary to say to these fellows that Ralph Barclay was a client officer of Hotham, Lord Hood’s second in command, or that he was unlikely to be well regarded by the C-in-C himself; they understood without explanation the nuances of what was being said and so they should, for it was their world. If Hotham were being praised he would be this fellow’s patron; anyone who did not have regard for Barclay would be damned.

‘And I told the noble duke of Hood’s error of judgement in no uncertain terms.’ That was accompanied by a hard look to ensure they identified which particular peer he was talking about. ‘I daresay Mr Pitt has had his ears burnt already on that matter, given the government depends on support from the Portland faction to properly prosecute the war.’

Explanation, of necessity, had to follow; Barclay had set the scene, while underlining the depth of his own interest. Hood, he insisted, had made a bad bargain with the French in Toulon, not insisting that the Royalist-leaning officers surrender the huge naval base and their ships, instead granting them the status of allies and allowing them to keep control of their powerful fleet.

‘We should have seized the port, gentlemen, which was in such turmoil it could not have been defended, but did we? We should have towed out what ships we fancied and immediately burnt the rest, blocking the harbour with wrecks, but did we? We had no need to land and seek to hold the place when destruction would have served our purpose just as well.’

His listeners knew these enquiries to be rhetorical so none bothered to answer. Everyone present would have read the Naval Gazette and the London newspapers; in short, they would be au fait with the details of the failure to hold on to Toulon, despite help from Naples, Piedmont and Spain, with Hood landing every man he could spare from his fleet. The siege had lasted for five months, the forces of the French Revolution bloodily determined to take back the main French naval port in the Mediterranean.

In the end, Hood had been forced to abandon the place, taking off as many refugees as he could – nowhere near the number seeking to flee the guillotine and Jacobin revenge. Thousands had died in retribution for their lack of revolutionary zeal and, to cap it all, the destruction of those warships that could not be manned and sailed out had only been partial; in short, given sailors to crew them, the French still had a powerful fleet.

‘It is said, sir,’ advanced a very junior lieutenant, ‘that the Spaniards let us down in the matter of destruction. They did not set alight those ships allotted to them.’

Barclay snorted. ‘Only because an old fool who should have been beached long ago gave them opportunity to do so.’

Being by nature a touch insensitive, even Ralph Barclay could see what these fellows tried to disguise: to call into question the ability of one the nation’s best admirals was within the bounds of normal discourse – no two sailors ever entirely agreed on a command appointment or a chosen course of action. To call the same man an old fool and past it was coming it very high indeed. He had gone too far; time, Ralph Barclay knew, to recover some ground.

‘I have nothing but admiration for Lord Hood and I say he stands high enough in my estimation to not be shamed by comparison to the greatest naval officer it has been my privilege to serve.’ The pause was just long enough to tickle their curiosity. ‘I refer, of course, to Admiral Lord Rodney.’

That met the stony-faced acceptance politeness demands, for once more this captain was nailing his partisan colour to the mast. Clearly he had previously been a client officer of the late George Brydges Rodney, an admiral about whom opinion was much divided: a great fighting sailor yes, but a man with a reputation for being a touch free with the notion of lining his pockets as well as playing ducks and drakes with the rules of the service: had he not tried to make his son a post captain aged just twelve years, had he not raided and emptied the rich warehouses of Tortuga merely to get his hands on the value therein? It was also well known that Rodney and Sam Hood, when serving together in the Caribbean, had quarrelled a great deal; Hood insisting personal greed had proved a greater motivation to Rodney than service to his king and country.

‘But age, sirs,’ Barclay added with great emphasis, ‘has come to addle Lord Hood’s thinking, as it must come to any fellow in his eighth decade. Sir William Hotham, by contrast, is still in his prime and as clear sighted as a man of his rank needs to be.’

King George’s Navy was like a club, one in which gossip was the stuff of life; indeed, John Pearce had been wont to say that no fishwife need fear comparison with a group of naval officers gathered to discuss their peers. It being their profession, they lived in its rumour-driven web, talked when they were gathered and wrote to each other when not, while in doing so, never failing to air their partialities. In the face of this piece of blatant embroidery, the gathered lieutenants murmured as if in agreement. It was the old fellow on the opposite side of the fireplace who spoke now. Being himself of equal rank he felt no need to defer to opinions with which he did not agree.

‘I had a letter from my good friend, Captain Elphinstone, sir, whom I am sure you must have encountered at Toulon.’

‘I had that good fortune, yes,’ Barclay replied guardedly: Elphinstone was a creature of Hood’s and not a man he considered a friend.

‘I am bound to say he was full of praise for Lord Hood and his attempt to hold Toulon. He was also of the opinion the government had let Hood down by not sending forth the soldiers he required and which he asked for, and that, had they obliged, it might have been possible to inflict such a defeat of the Jacobins as to render the whole of France vulnerable; in short, to bring to an end the war. I am bound to say I respect Captain Elphinstone’s opinions, sir, and most markedly did so when he was my premier.’

‘Sir,’ Barclay replied, for the first time speaking guardedly, ‘we are not, I think, acquainted.’

‘Rawlinson.’

This set Ralph Barclay thinking hard: he knew the captain’s list as others know their psalms and he searched his memory for the name. Of some four hundred and fifty in total, Ralph Barclay’s greatest interest was in the top of that list, to which one day he hoped he would rise, and the name, added to the man’s great age, supplied the clue that fixed his position. Barclay was in the top quarter, this captain was at the very apex and it was clear, given the determined look in his eye, the old fellow was willing to carry his disagreement all the way to argument, which might prove unpleasant. Barclay temporised.

‘Captain Rawlinson, I am surprised you have not yet been given your flag.’

‘I am close to that honour, sir, though it scarce credits a man to want it too much…’

Balderdash, Ralph Barclay thought. I want an admiral’s flag more than anything in creation.

‘… given,’ Captain Rawlinson continued, ‘that it requires men of my own age or above to expire before I can be so elevated. You see, Captain Barclay, I was somewhat advanced in years when I was made post myself, but to wish for the death of others would not aid me when my own time comes. I would aspire to meet my Maker with as pure a heart as I can muster, so if I go to my grave lacking the elevation to an admiral’s rank, so be it.’

‘Your flag, sir,’ said that very junior lieutenant, a gleam in his eye. ‘What a fine thing it must be. I cannot believe it is not something to be craved.’

Rawlinson produced a sad smile. ‘It is a mere title in my case, young man, since, unless I can this day persuade the Board I can be of use, it will likely be a yellow pennant.’

‘But the pay, sir,’ the youngster blurted out, before blushing, given it was a crude allusion.

That was not the only thing to cause the kind of embarrassment that led to an avoidance of the old fellow’s eye. Topping the captain’s list at the next round of promotions, he would get a rear admiral’s rank and the rise in pay that went with it – a stipend he would hold till the day he died. But yellow’ admirals were granted no command: the navy took great care to ensure the competence of those granted control of its fleets and it required influence to be granted any of the other numerous appointments in the Admiralty gift.

The conclusion was plain: as an officer Captain Rawlinson had probably pursued an undistinguished career. In that time he had failed to make important connections in the service or politics and, while no doubt competent, did not impress those who ran the navy with his powers of command. If it was not an uncommon state of affairs – there were many more yellow admirals than active ones, just as there were more captains than vessels for them to command – it was rare to have it openly stated.

‘Yet I have hope,’ Rawlinson added, with a wan smile, ‘that I might be gainfully employed in some capacity, hence my presence here among we supplicants.’

Ralph Barclay was about to protest he was better than a mere supplicant when the footman intoned his name from the doorway, adding. Admiral Gardner will see you now.’

Barclay nodded happily as he rose to exit: he was about to see the most senior of the present naval lords, Hood, the other, being absent. Added to that, Alan Gardner, in charge of appointments to ships, had been a client of Rodney, so he was assured of a warm reception. The same words made old Rawlinson sigh and recline once more in his chair, eyes closing, as they had been when Barclay first entered the room. He had been passed over yet again, underlining just how low were his chances of success.

Midshipman Toby Burns had decided some time past that Admiral Sir William Hotham was trying to get him killed by continually putting him in danger. The reason was clear even to dim Toby, who was not well blessed in the article of discernment, and it all had to do with his uncle by marriage, Captain Ralph Barclay. In a piece of chicanery to which Hotham had been an active accomplice, a charge of illegal impressment brought by the pestilential John Pearce had been seen off by a farce of a court martial, held in Toulon, undertaken when the main litigants and their damning evidence were safely out of the way, en route to the Bay of Biscay.

Serving aboard his uncle’s frigate and in utter terror of the man, Toby Burns had become the chief witness, primed to lie through his teeth that he had been present at the taking of John Pearce and his stupidly named Pelicans, when in fact he had been nowhere near the Liberties of the Savoy on the night in question. Hotham had seen to it that none of the contrary written depositions were introduced and had staffed the court with officers he could trust, both in the presentation of the evidence and in the concluding judgement; Ralph Barclay had thus suffered nothing more than a mild rebuke.

Such an outcome had not brought the youngster security – quite the opposite. Now serving in Hotham’s flagship, HMS Britannia, and apparently much cosseted by the admiral – his fellow midshipmen, though never in his hearing, called him the admiral’s bum boy – he had been sent more than once, on the excuse of providing him with opportunity to distinguish himself, into deadly situations, the irony being that those with whom he now shared his shipboard accommodation were ravaged with jealousy at what they saw as his good fortune.

In Toulon he had faced death or mutilation in the action in which his uncle had lost his arm. At San Fiorenzo, the most northern anchorage in Corsica, Hotham had selected him to help lead ashore the boats carrying the marines to the beach and there he had seen his superior, a lieutenant, end up with a smashed leg. Now he was on a land expedition and had spent the last three days trudging up and through the Teghime Pass, still in the grip of winter, cold and snowbound at this altitude, as part of the so-called liaison with the troops of General Dundas seeking to take the French town of Bastia, helping to haul the naval cannon provided to aid the assault.

From San Fiorenzo to Bastia was no great distance as the crow flies, but the pavé road ran through high mountains and the upward leg had been hellish. At least now they were on the downward slopes, heading for the coast on which the city lay. It was fully expected this was the day they would meet the enemy and, unable to sleep, the youngster was awaiting the dawn with trepidation.

Sat by a blazing fire, his cloak wrapped tightly around him and staring into the flames, he had taken to listing those people whom he saw as inimical to his well-being, one that seemed to grow longer the more he considered the matter. Hotham, Ralph Barclay and John Pearce only headed the growing roll, which extended in his present mood to include his own family, who had failed to see on his last visit home that he did not want to be in the navy at all, never mind stuck halfway up a mountain pass with a party of seamen who showed him scant respect.

In order to hold that view it was, of course, very necessary for him to forget his one-time enthusiasm for sea service, the way he had persuaded his parents to badger a newly acquired uncle – Ralph Barclay had married his Aunt Emily – to give him a place in his midshipman’s berth. What a shock that had been! There was no romance below decks on a man-o’-war, no glory; there was filth, thievery, bullying of a kind he had hoped to have left behind when he departed his school, added to a severe risk of being maimed or killed in action, the first of which had seen him wrecked on the shores of France. He had returned to Somerset after only a few months of service as a supposed hero, finding it impossible, under such a burden, to let those so proud of him know of either his unpleasant experiences or of his very real fears.
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