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CHAPTER ONE

The situation was playing on the nerves of everyone aboard HMS Spark, John Pearce included. Moving with barely steerage way, in inky darkness, under a heavily clouded sky, with nothing much of a wind, allowed the tension to mount. There were none of the usual artefacts of shipboard life to ease expectation by familiarity: no bells, jocular calls or lamps lit to guide a fellow on his way along the deck, while the lack of stars or moonlight, leading to near Stygian darkness, left all aboard with a feeling of being cut off from the entire world.

This was alluded to, albeit in a whisper, by Lieutenant Somers, the man in command of the two patrolling vessels, his own sloop as well as the brig HMS Troubadour, which was presumed to be within hailing distance, for she could not be seen.

‘We could disappear and no one would be aware of how and why, not even our consort.’

This seemed to Pearce an indication of how much strain Somers was under, these being amongst the very few words he had addressed to the fellow, who, with his command of French, had been seconded by Admiral Sir Hyde Parker - a character whose reputation preceded him - to help undertake the present mission. If that spoke of a definite amount of gallantry, that was offset and coloured in the minds of naval folk by the way he had come about his rank. In King George’s Navy, John Pearce carried a name that ruffled feathers.

A glimmering layer of light was just visible along the imperceptible horizon, the combined candle and oil power of the port of Genoa not strong enough to reach out far into the Ligurian Sea. Yet it was hoped it would serve to silhouette what they were presently to intercept: vessels seeking to supply the so-called Army of Italy, now encamped before the town of Nice.

Between Genoa and the forces of Revolutionary France lay a combined Austrian/Piedmontese/Neapolitan army under the elderly German general, the Baron de Yins: a coalition force funded by Great Britain, the major player in the fight against what Europe saw as Jacobin madmen; creatures who lacked total control of their own polity, given the country to the rear of their southern arm was in utter turmoil.

Brittany and the Vendee were in open revolt while it was rumoured that Lyons, the second city of France, had risen against the rule of Paris, this as they presided over a treasury rumoured to be close to bankrupt. Thus supplies for the forces opposing the coalition were near impossible to come by, which rendered Genoa as their lifeline.

Supposedly neutral, profit took precedence over principle, as it ever had in a city state founded on trade and ruled by its merchants and bankers. Quite apart from old habits, the present situation required a pragmatic approach from the Doge and Signoaria, the council of leading citizens who ruled the Ligurian Republic, given that the danger threatened their polity from both sides.

Austria was a historic enemy and one that had for a very long time controlled much of the land on Genoa’s borders. The Habsburg Emperors had always had designs on subsuming the republic, as it had Venice and neighbouring Pisa. To be allied to them, or even to ease their situation, flew in the face of centuries of hostility.

The French, too, were too-frequent historical invaders of northern Italy, and if they were static now due to dearth and the approaching winter weather, they were a threat to be taken seriously for they had enjoyed outstanding military successes in the years since their revolution had swept away monarchical power.

At Valmy, three years previously, they had broken a mid-European coalition army seeking to march on Paris, led by the noted general of the age, the Duke of Brunswick In the following year they had, merely by clever manoeuvre, obliged the Duke of York to abandon the Low Countries. Closer to Italy and more recently, by the employment of artillery, they had chased the combined British, Spanish and Neapolitan forces out of the main Mediterranean French fleet base at Toulon.

So there was a real possibility the French would break out into Piedmont. The route to the fertile Po Valley lay along the coastal littoral and the Alps precluded any serious alternative, for its passes were well defended. The land that lay immediately in their path was ruled from Genoa, a rich prize in itself for a revolution short of the means to feed its citizens. If Liguria was a republic, it was not one that Paris would see as comparable to its own, being an oligarchy run for and by the leading citizens who made up the ruling Signoria: men of wealth and pride of position, not proponents, in any sense, of Égalité.

Somers, a short, rotund fellow with a vinous, bloated countenance, a man who struggled to do up the buttons on his waistcoat, lifted the canvas cover that masked the light on the binnacle to look at his watch, his voice reflecting his low mood.

‘If they don’t come soon we must get back out to sea.’

‘I think they know we are here,’ Pearce replied. ‘They might be more cautious if they could see it also.’

It was as if Somers had been talking to himself and had only now realised anyone else was dose enough to hear. He had to crane his neck to answer, the man he was addressing being so much taller. ‘If I seek an opinion, Mr Pearce, I commonly ask for one. Be so good as to keep your thoughts to yourself.’ The response was terse.

‘If I’m minded to have them, sir, I am also inclined to state them openly.’

He heard the intake of breath from a man who was his superior by many years of service. Pearce was not willing to let that affect him; he had never been a respecter of rank and that extended to admirals, never mind long-serving and irascible lieutenants.

‘Since I am as likely to suffer as anyone else aboard from any errors of judgement, and I am not part of the ship’s company, I feel I have a right to air my apprehensions.’

‘Your arrogance is astounding!’ Somers spluttered in his response, but then he did that a lot, Pearce being convinced the mere sight and sound of his person brought resentment to the fore, based on more than his dubious elevation to the rank of lieutenant. Envy for good fortune, given he had enjoyed much success, a handsome appearance as well as several added inches in height only compounded the bitterness.

‘I cannot fathom what Admiral Parker was thinking for seconding someone like you to me.’

‘Someone like me?’ Pearce responded with a growl, one that implied a physical follow-up.

‘I also think, on reflection,’ Somers spluttered again, either out of frustration or caution, ‘I require you to leave the quarterdeck.’

‘Odd to see reflection in pitch-darkness. You must have extraordinary powers.’

The smoothly delivered pun went right over Somers’ head, but he knew an insult when he heard one. He was audibly inhaling to issue a reprimand when a soft voice called from above.

‘Two sail, your honour, they crossed the glim onshore as they cleared the mole.’

‘No lights?’

‘None, sir.’

Exiting the harbour would have been the only point of risk; any trading vessel seeking to get to sea in a clandestine fashion would hug the harbour wall until they were obliged to clear the entrance. This only underlined the objection John Pearce had raised: whoever was seeking to break their cordon knew that British warships were in the offing, just as they knew they would not be the kind of capital ships that could sink them with ease, not that such a thing was in any case permissible.

In seeking to stop supplies getting to the French, the Royal Navy was engaged in a delicate task and one that required a nod to diplomacy. Interdiction had to be carried out while avoiding incensing the Genoese, this in case they abandoned their supposed and tenuous neutrality to go over wholly to the enemy, a move which would seriously impact on the role of the Mediterranean fleet.

Led by Sir William Hotham, its main task was to bottle up the French Navy in Toulon, and if they came out, to beat them. He had done so twice, but his triumphs had been partial rather than total; the enemy was still a fleet in being, so that task had not in any way been diminished. Ports like Genoa must be allowed to trade as normal with the wider world; indeed, much of the cargo came and went in English bottoms.

Ships came into and out of the harbour from any number of other ports on the Italian mainland as well as the entire middle sea. Merchant vessels from North Africa, the Levant, Spain and even the Americas were common. To embargo the entirety of that would be to create another active opponent.

Hotham had a concomitant problem. To simultaneously impose a full blockade on Genoa as well as Toulon was fraught with peril for a fleet seriously lacking strength, added to which, with winter approaching, the waters of the Mediterranean were dangerous per se, none more so than those off the coast of Liguria. It was a time for ships of the line to find a safe anchorage, not to be endlessly at sea when they lacked the facilities for repair or the numbers that would allow such an action to be truly and continuously effective.

Subterfuge was required in Hotham’s opinion; no British warship could be openly seen to interfere with Genoese trade, hence the lack of lights and the need Somers saw to get out of sight of land by daylight. Pearce, not by nature bellicose, was of the opinion, and not alone in such, that the best way to contain Genoese chicanery - the oligarchy openly colluded and profited from these nefarious trades - was to threaten a devastating bombardment of the city and port if they did not cease their duplicity.

Quiet orders were now being passed for men to ready themselves, the ship itself having long been cleared for action. Those below, who would have been nursing their boarding weapons, crept onto the deck to crouch between the cannon, while others took station on those very same weapons ready to fire off a first salvo, it being axiomatic that any vessel seeking to come out at this time of night could not be engaged in any kind of legitimate dealings.

Pearce had moved forward to the place allotted to him in the forepeak, where he would command four of the twelve-pounder cannon as well as some of the men about to board against whoever they were set to face; that could be anyone, including their fellow countrymen. The Army of Italy would pay well for supplies of any kind and a Briton was as greedy as any. There was a very active French consul in Genoa and he was ever busy in his efforts to support his confreres, while he cared not from whom willingness came.

‘Can’t see bugger all,’ came a voice out of the darkness, one of the gunners remarking on the obvious.

‘Belay that,’ Pearce hissed, ‘and use your ears.’

‘Got a bandana round them, your honour,’ came the sniggering reply, followed after a short pause by, ‘-what was it you’se saying?’

This was the cause of suppressed laughter; in this light a man could speak and avoid identification, especially with a blue coat on board temporarily, a man who would struggle to recognise a voice. Pearce had to hold back a loud response and not only because it might carry. He reasoned a rebuke would mean nothing and he was disinclined that way in any case. Let them have their jest while he concentrated on listening out for their quarry.

He could hear the cordage straining on HMS Spark and he sought to force that to the background. Whoever was coming out, even in light airs, would create more noise as they tried to get what benefit they could from what was no more than a zephyr. At the same time, he was reflecting on how he had got here, on this deck, when he had been about to foreswear the navy in its entirety. So much for showing his mistress, Emily Barclay, a flash of independence.

‘You could get yourself killed, John Pearce, just to satisfy a bit of stupid flummery.’

Whatever he thought of Lieutenant Somers, and that was not a great deal, Pearce had to admit he ran a tight ship; that bit of seaman’s banter had been exceptional. The crew had been together for years so they knew each other well, and such continuity could only have two outcomes: discontent enough to render the ship useless or mutual respect, the latter seemingly being the case here.

So it was the innate discipline of HMS Spark that gave them the advantage; they maintained a degree of silence, something their quarry failed to achieve. The call was faint but telling - a man used to daylight and easy communication forgetting his present position and aim, though the words used were incomprehensible.

In a situation where Pearce had expected anything spoken would be in French, a language in which he could play the native and which had seen him seconded to this task, what he now heard was more guttural, perhaps German. That mattered less than the fact that it was audible enough to allow Somers to send aloft a pair of blue lights.

The rockets whizzed into the air leaving their trail of golden sparks, which alone would alert and hopefully alarm their enemies enough to have them put up their helm and head back to the safety of Genoa. Somers was not necessarily here to fight; he was here to dissuade, and if they turned tail, his task was done.

The overhead explosion bathed the seascape in the ethereal light, showing not only two trading ships, but also HMS Troubadour, half a cable distant, precisely where she should be. Pearce could see Somers on the quarterdeck with a speaking trumpet at his mouth, ready to shout out an order to reverse course. It did not remain there as the very visible blast of a cannon preceded the sound of firing, followed by the whistling of a ball as it swept at head height across the deck.

There was no need to command the response; the gunners were prepared with their cannon loaded, the gun captains already having had their men levering on the trunnions to adjust the aim as soon as the blue lights broke. They hauled on the flint lines as soon as the weapons began to bear, working on the assumption of superior force. The lanyards were pulled before Pearce even gave the order to fire, gratified to see evidence of damage just as the illumination provided by the rockets began to fade.

Replacements were sent up from both warships and it was plain their targets lacked the will to counter the weight of shot. All four vessels were trying to gain steerage way: the traders to get back to safety, the two warships now seeking to get close enough to board. They had fired on the Royal Navy, so if the vessels could be taken and their purpose could be proved, it would be Hotham complaining to Genoa for the laxity of their customs controls, not them to him for interference.

The fact that they were up against coastal trading vessels - small, with deep hulls and a couple of defensive cannon - had registered, so there was no contest when it came to the ability to get a modicum of way on or to maintain steady fire. More troubling was the lack of sea room in which to effect a capture with so little wind; if their opponents made the harbour entrance, they would be safe.

Somers had hauled men off the guns and any thought of boarding to get as much canvas aloft and drawing, Troubadour doing likewise, while their quarry had naturally come round to run for safety.

‘Why in the name of God did they fire?’ he yelled out.

Pearce thought it futile to speculate, with panic as likely to be the cause as any plan, but it was a measure of Somers’ frustration at the lack of speed. At times like these a captain could do little, something Pearce had himself experienced in a similar circumstance. The crew were working flat out, any orders needing to be issued being made vocally by the yeomen who commanded in the tops and on deck by men with years of experience, who did not require creatures in blue coats to remind them of their duty.

Under such light as was sent aloft, it was impossible to see if they were closing, which took no account of the common difficulty at sea of discerning distance without a fixed point of reference. Sweeps appeared on the merchant vessels as they sought to use those to compensate for the lack of wind, this while Somers made a slight alteration of course, which he hoped would get his ship between them and safety.

Pearce wanted to point out that sweeps would serve Spark better than canvas - with a much bigger crew they should be able to overhaul - only to decide that any observation of his would be unwelcome. Thus it was with a feeling of growing pessimism he reckoned the gap to be increasing not closing. Unless something was done, they were going to get away and in thinking like that, the solution became clear. The ship’s boats with boarders would catch those two lumbering coastal traders easily and that was too favourable a solution to be left unsaid.

Somers’ face was thunderous even as he approached, it being obvious Pearce had something to say, and an abrupt command came that he should get back to his station. The bulbous eyes almost popped when the captain saw he was being ignored.

‘I told you to return to your station, Mr Pearce.’

The temptation to shout at the man had to be suppressed; getting him to act was more important than displaying anger, so the view imparted was delivered in a voice too low to carry; wounding this man’s delicate pride would achieve the exact opposite of that which he sought.

‘Your opinion is not welcome, sir. I repeat: return to your post or face an order to go below and stay there.’

The need to be polite evaporated as Pearce’s temper, never easily controlled, came to the fore, adding to a carrying voice that paid no heed to Somers’ dignity.

‘If I wondered why you have stayed a lieutenant for so many years, I do not do so now.’

That was like a slap and a well-aimed one. Somers had been a lieutenant for a very long time, indeed even before he had come out from England with Lord Hood to a station where the attrition of officers was high due to incompetence, illness, wounds or death in action. A man like him should surely have been promoted, but he was demonstrating now, by his lack of imagination and stubbornness, why he had not been elevated.

‘I intend to close enough to sink them.’

‘Why, when you can capture both the vessels and their cargo, which has to be of value?’

‘Sinking could send the message Sir William wishes to impart.’

‘I think I know Botham better than you, Mr Somers. Line his pockets and he will be a happier man, which also goes for your crew.’

Somers was spluttering once more. ‘I look forward to telling Admiral Parker you are affected more by greed than sound policy.’

‘And while you are cogitating on that, your quarry could well make Genoa harbour, which will satisfy neither.’

‘You forgot to mention your purse, sir, which I assume has great bearing.’

‘It is a pity striking a superior officer is so frowned upon. I daresay the navy would be a sight more efficient if it were not.’

Somers chose to ignore him, instead moving to the bulwark to look at the two trading vessels, now using the long oars to make headway; there was no doubt the gap was increasing. It was only when Somers turned to give an order, perhaps one to break off the chase that, with fresh blue lights sent up, he saw Troubadour had her boats in the water and they were closing fast.

Pearce rushed back to his station, shouting to the cannon to fire off a salvo, then to load with grape. Those boats would take time to close and the best way to slow their quarry was to make the deck too deadly a place on which to be working. He had no fear that Somers would question his actions; what had happened with Troubadour had driven home the point. Somers would now be wondering how to quickly get his own boats in the water as well as how to frame his despatch so, if the ploy was a success, he could claim the credit for the actions of his consort.

The people they were after were no fools. They saw what was coming and took men off the sweeps to line the side with muskets, in the hope of driving off the assault, thus presenting Pearce with the perfect target. Now it was a case of timing his grape salvo so that those muskets would be fired off in panic, while the closeness of the boats would deny them time to reload. The eyes of his four gun captains were on him, Pearce reckoning if Somers had ordered them to fire, they would have awaited his agreement.

He did not shout the order to do so; there was no need.








CHAPTER TWO

‘That is hard to credit. Boots, by damn?’

This statement was posited by Horatio Nelson, the expression on his face showing the measure of his surprise. Having always been possessed of a lively countenance, youthful for his years, the damage to his right eye, sustained at the siege of Calvi, now gave it an odd, unbalanced cast. He was obliged to slightly swing his head to the left in order to fully fix an object or person, yet anyone looking at him full face would think his wounded eye seemed normal; plainly, it was far from the case.

Happy to get rid of John Pearce, Lieutenant Somers had put him in a pinnace with instructions to rendezvous with Commodore Nelson, his immediate superior, who was beating to and fro off Cape Noli, and inform him of what had happened. He had already related the tale of the boarding operation as well as praised the man commanding HMS Troubadour for the way he had read both the situation and produced a solution.

There was no point in him alluding to his own attempts to persuade Somers it was the right course of action; that would smack of boasting. Nor, except by omission, did he seek to ditch the man and his comparable incompetence, which probably flew counter to the despatch the commodore had just read, one written by the captain of HMS Spark.

This told Nelson the two captures were now on their way to Leghorn, where their cargo would be landed and handed over to a naval commissariat that had little use for it. No doubt the cargo of boots would be sold to the coalition forces to use as they saw fit, the price gained added to the total prize value, part of which would come Pearce’s way.

‘I do suppose,’ Nelson said, with a jaunty air, one that indicated a coming jest, ‘that contrary to the common old saw about stomachs, an army actually marches on its feet.’

‘Droll, sir, very droll,’ Pearce responded, knowing it would please one of the few naval seniors to whom he was willing to defer. He got a wide grin for his observation, one that made the commodore look like a mischievous child.

‘I shall no doubt get a sharp letter from the Signoria condemning this action, copied of course to our C-in-C.’

‘I would say, sir, that on this occasion they would be best to hold their tongue.’

‘Not an Italian quality, Pearce. As a nation they think to shout and gesticulate is the way to win a dispute, though I think here we have the right to protest first. Not even those devious souls can claim that a cargo of military boots counts as a legitimate cargo and, as to their coming out in darkness, well, that fact alone pins it.’

‘They could only have one destination in mind, sir.’

‘Which we will tell them,’ Nelson insisted, before calling to his servant, Frank Lepee, more sober than was normal, to fetch a midshipman.

‘“We”, sir?’

‘I think it wise that someone involved in the action is on hand to describe how it came about, albeit not the exact location. Best if it was seen to be further out to sea and a fortuitous meeting rather than a planned one; not that they will be fooled, but we must play the game. You are conversant in French and it will aid me to know what, if he interferes, the French consul is actually saying instead of what is passed on to me by an Italian interpreter.’

‘You exchange matters with the French consul present, sir?’

‘It is hard to see the oligarchs without him there. They are in terror of the Revolution and rightly so. The beasts are less than four days’ march from the city and they no doubt anticipate their heads will roll off a damned guillotine if Genoa is taken.’

‘The enemy have to fight to get there, sir.’

‘Indeed, and let us hope our allies and the Baron de Yins have the stomach to stop them. For myself, I would be happier with a younger and more spirited fellow in command. Yins is long on two things, Pearce: verbal bellicosity and years. It is only in activity that he can be found wanting.’

After a rap on the door, Midshipman William Hoste entered the cabin of HMS Agamemnon, an eager expression on his face, while a smile was aimed at Pearce. This served to remind the recipient that of all the ships in which he had sailed, this was the happiest; such an attitude manifest most in the youngsters. It was also one on which he was genuinely welcome.

Such a state of harmony was entirely due to the man who commanded the vessel; all his officers took their cue from Horatio Nelson, who saw encouragement as the way to gain efficiency and, having sailed himself as a common seaman, albeit in a merchant vessel, had ways of connecting with the crew that few of his peers could match.

If there were many in the fleet who thought him lax in the article of discipline, Admiral Sir William Hotham being one, they had never been aboard when the ship engaged the enemy. HMS Agamemnon cleared her sixty-four guns for action faster than any of her consorts, then plied her cannon with such commendable speed she was well capable of engaging more powerfully armed opponents on equal terms.

‘Mr Hoste, do I have to remind you of your manners? A grin will not do. Say good day to Lieutenant Pearce.’

‘Delighted to renew your acquaintance, sir.’

‘Reciprocated, Mr Hoste.’

The voice had broken since Pearce last saw the lad, while along with that had come a modicum of facial eruption in the article of spots. Hoste was one of the commodore’s favourites, being of Norfolk stock, yet Nelson was even-handed in his pleasure in young company, easy when he only took on board spirited, skylarking types who appealed to his own slightly juvenile nature.

‘Regards to Mr Hinton, we need to shape a course for Genoa.’

‘Aye aye, sir.’

‘And you and those of your berth not on duty will join Mr Pearce and I for dinner, where, I am sure, in order to further your education, he will recount to you every detail of the recent action.’

If such a prospect delighted the fifteen-year-old midshipman, and it plainly did, it made Pearce inwardly groan; if there was one naval habit he abhorred, and there were many, it was the constant reciting of past battles and exploits, in which valour naturally tended to grow through repetition. Being asked to recount his own adventures always made him feel like a fraud, made doubly so by the attitude of those listening.

If not aboard Agamemnon, many, in other wardrooms in which he had been obliged to relate some action, while paying lip service with their congratulations, were consumed with envy at what they saw as his good fortune. To say, truthfully, he had walked blindly into any action in which he had partaken and not sought either danger or glory, was ever brushed aside as sly modesty.

The sounds above, running feet on worn planking, were of a ship of war coming round onto another course. Pearce knew there would be few raised voices on the deck; everyone on HMS Agamemnon was a volunteer, many from Nelson’s home county of Norfolk. They had sailed with him in previous commissions and were so well versed in avoidance of press gangs they could with seeming ease, at the outbreak of a new war, cross half of England to get to the ship in which they wished to serve.

He watched as the sunlight worked its way across the salt-streaked casement windows, until the ship was heading west, the wind causing the whole to heel. By the time the manoeuvre was complete, Pearce had excused himself and made his way to the wardroom, leaving Nelson, quill in hand, writing letters.

Genoa was an impressive city - how could it not be when for centuries it had been a premier trading port through which a great deal of the wealth of Italy flowed? In olden times that had included fine and colourful cloth from Florence, made from wool imported from England, also armour from Milan, which had the means to forge weapons and protective fighting equipment of the highest quality. Lying to west of the fertile Po Valley, the breadbasket of Piedmont and Lombardy, it had also been a major exporter of foodstuffs, and part of the task at hand for the British fleet was to ensure none of the abundant surplus was available to the French army.

The republic had never quite matched the imperial pretentious of its great competitor, Venice, yet it did produce as one of its sons Christopher Columbus, as well as many of the ships and admirals who had beaten off the expansion of the Ottomans at Lepanto. From the sea the city was framed against the forested blue-grey mountains, the smell of pine wafting outwards on a foul wind, which, in forcing HMS Agamemnon to beat up tack upon tack, afforded plenty of time for examination.

The most obvious sign of long prosperity lay in the number of remarkable church spires and domed basilicas that formed the skyline as well as, once landed, the fine buildings that fronted the quays. The harbour itself was a great sweep of pallid stone, hooked to the south to keep at bay the tempests that plagued these waters every winter, for Genoa’s climate was much affected by the proximity of the Maritime Alps. There was a twenty-eight-gun French frigate at anchor, La Brune, which Nelson eyed greedily and swore he would take one day.

‘But not today, Mr Pearce. Their damned neutrality, which is false to my mind, prevents me acting as I would wish.’

‘A cutting-out expedition in darkness, sir,’ Pearce replied mischievously.

‘Tempting,’ Nelson replied, a wicked gleam in his good eye as they approached the quayside, ‘very tempting.’

Traversing the streets, it seemed as if all the buildings had the dimensions of a regal palace, being large, square and constructed from alternating black-and-white marble. The telling point was made by Pearce that if they were replete with windows, none existed on the lower floors, while the high gates were formidable, hinting at a fear of violence.

‘They will get all the violence they can handle,’ Nelson insisted with almost wishful thinking, ‘if the sans-culottes ever get within the city walls to plunder the place.’

Mr Drake, the British consul to Turin and, for London, the man at the political heart of the coalition, was the first person to call upon, the British representative in the city being seen as more Italian in his attitudes than English. Drake was coming through Genoa on his way home on leave and would provide an appraisal for Nelson of the state of the allied defences as well as how he should proceed when presented to the men who ran the Genoese Republic.

Pearce was surprised at what was proposed as a solution to their secret supplying of the French, nothing less than a blockade to stop neutral vessels trading anywhere along the Ligurian littoral. The response from Nelson so worried him he felt it incumbent, in the coach ride back to the harbour, to take it upon himself to propose caution.

‘If you implement this, sir, it would be wise to ensure you have written backing from the C-in-C-’

‘Which I am highly unlikely to receive. Hotham issued a recent order demanding care when dealing with neutrals, I assume on instructions from London.’ The knowing nod from his inferior was telling. ‘Yet Mr Drake did point out that political courage is required in an officer as well as military courage.’

‘An argument hard to counter, but I think that the courage you speak of belongs to flag officers of the highest rank and must be promulgated in a manner that avoids excuses.’

In the silence that followed, Pearce wondered if he should speak freely. In his dealings with Sir William Hotham he had found the admiral to be devious to the point of an utter want of trust. The way Hotham and his slippery clerk, Toomey, had exposed not only him but many others to danger still rankled; the fact that he was no longer in a position to easily exact retribution on the scoundrels was even more galling.

If he told Nelson of what had happened in the mission to the Gulf of Ambracia, he doubted, it seeming so outlandish, it would be believed. How do you tell such a fellow, who seemed to see good in most people, that his C-in-C was a practised liar as well as a conspirator enough to be absolutely at home in the land of Machiavelli?

Against that, he was well aware Nelson was not as happy as he had once been, serving under Hotham, having much preferred Lord Hood as the commanding admiral. Nothing exposed more the difference between the two flag officers than the twin actions in which Hotham had led his fleet: one in March off Cape Noli, another subsequent encounter with the French in July, at the Hyeres Islands.

Given two chances to overwhelm them, Hotham had, to the thinking of many of his senior officers, flunked both, settling for partial success where near annihilation of the enemy had been possible. Admiral Samuel Goodall, the man commanding the van of the fleet and thus in the best position to press home an assault, had reputedly kicked his hat all over his quarterdeck in frustration when he was ordered to desist in his attack on an enemy he was sure he could destroy. Nelson had been just as upset, though he had been less open about his disquiet.

If open criticism of a commander was muted by service convention, Pearce suspected many letters home would contain subtle criticism of a man seen as too weak and fearful for the task he had been given. Yet there would be a residual fact of naval life included: everyone in command could be faced with difficult choices when they were so far from home and definite instructions, so it was never acceptable to be overly harsh.

‘I asked Drake,’ Nelson added after a long silence, ‘if the forces ranged against the French could hold their positions in the face of an attack.’

‘And his response?’

‘Was not reassuring, Mr Pearce, not reassuring at all. He reckons morale to be poor. The Neapolitans wish for nothing more than to go home, while the Piedmontese show little willingness to defend even their own hearths.’

‘So it falls to the Austrians.’

‘Who are serving, as I said to you previously, under an old man and, I suspect, old habits. The Army of Italy is far from formidable and will remain so when denied that which they need, boots and foul-weather clothing being one with winter coming, which will impact on their morale. Thus it falls to the Royal Navy-’

‘You mean to you, sir.’

‘A telling interruption.’

‘I apologise.’

‘Please do not.’

‘Would I be correct in pointing out that if you interdict neutral trade, then the owners of what cargoes you seize will have the ability to sue you personally for their losses in the British courts?’

‘Of course,’ was the impish reply, ‘but that does not mean they will win.’

‘And you are seriously considering taking upon yourself such a burden? Any suits could be for sums running into hundreds of thousands of pounds and I have never met a man of the law who entertained a certainty of winning even the most seemingly sound case.’

‘If it is the only way to contain the French, then I must.’

‘I wonder, sir, if I would be allowed to relate to you some of the actions of Admiral Hotham, which have impinged personally upon me and may give you pause?’

‘I know him not to be the warrior, Mr Pearce, but I must abjure you from saying anything more. He is a flag officer; I am a very senior captain who must support him. Your rank does not allow you to question that.’

Drake was present when Nelson made his representations to the Doge, he flanked by the Genoese Signoria: men dressed in unrelieved black as if attending an interment. These were no gesticulators in the normal Italian mould; they were a stony-faced, arrogant-looking bunch, but silent, leaving their elected leader to listen and respond.

John Pearce stood several places to the rear of Nelson, his eye on the French consul. He was much given to whispering in any available ear, no doubt to counter what was being said about breaches of neutrality, it being galling that there could be no knowledge of what was being imparted, he being too far off to overhear.

If the words the commodore used, directed at His Serene Highness Signor Brignole, had any effect, it was far from obvious on the face of the man he was addressing. Richly garbed in his official robes - those bejewelled - he was a master of sophistry, too long in the tooth to react to accusations of collusion, and nor could he be anything other than compliant to the views of his black-clad fellow citizens. In Genoa, the Doge was elected bi-annually; if he wished to continue in office, the support of the Signoria was essential.

When the matter was summed up, it was with deep regret that such a lapse had occurred; not even he could term it properly as duplicitous. Brignole sonorously announced that customs controls would be tightened to ensure such an unfortunate incident never happened again; with the caveat of an inability to check every cargo departing the port, as well as its destination, ship’s masters were not always truthful.

‘A full blockade is what is needed,’ was Nelson’s conclusion, once they were back in his barge and making for Agamemnon. ‘Only Sir William can authorise such a thing, so I will ask that he accede to it.’

The opinion of John Pearce, that he would not, remained unspoken.

‘I fear I must condemn you to a pinnace once more, Mr Pearce. HMS Spark needs her boat back so you must take it to Leghorn, which I am sure will please you, while I make for the anchorage in Vado Bay, the flank of our armies, suggested by Mr Drake.’ The reference to Leghorn got Nelson a sharp look as he added, ‘And from there, unless our C-in-C has other duties he wishes you to perform, you will soon be sent back to the deck of your own ship.’

He wanted to say that any request to him from Hotham would be thrown back in the sod’s face, not that such a chance was likely to occur given their mutual hatred and history. It had been Hyde Parker, captain of the fleet, who had engaged him for the mission on HMS Spark, and even he had done so with reservations, having seen as the executive officer of the fleet how Pearce had shown scant respect for Lord Hood.

Parker had been surprised at his ready acquiescence, unaware that Pearce had his own motives, wishing for two things: to be off his own ship and out of Leghorn. Had Nelson been indulging in any form of deceit regarding Leghorn and happiness? The conclusion was that he was not, or if he was, it was so expertly done as not to show. Emily Barclay was in Leghorn and, much as he longed to see her, Pearce knew their relationship to be far from as simple as it had once been, and that too had been larded with complications.

The next day found him sailing down the coast past endless bays of hemmed-in fishing villages, with only steep, rocky paths cut with steps providing a way out landwards; this allowed him many hours in which to think, while gnawing on several problems. He gave a decently wide berth to La Spezia and Pisa, where the mountains that lined the shore finally gave way to an open landscape and the wide delta of the River Arno. The sight of Leghorn harbour, Livorno to the locals, only served to heighten his mixed feelings at what he would face, not helped when he saw that not only was HMS Spark in harbour, but so too was HMS Flirt. He had supposed her to be in San Fiorenzo Bay.

Her beautiful lines did not lift his heart as they should, for he would be obliged to go aboard and not proceed ashore as he had intended. It proved worse when he did get his sea chest hoisted onto the deck, it being plain the fourteen-gun brig was preparing to get to sea. It was with mixed feelings that he was informed they were off to join with Commodore Nelson.








CHAPTER THREE

John Pearce had for some time been suffering from a whole portfolio of frustrations and being back on board HMS Flirt was only one; only this was now a daily affliction. Relations with her commanding officer, Henry Digby, were far from cordial, their association not having recovered from the latter’s repudiation of his promise to help Pearce against Sir William Hotham.

A commitment given when Digby was far away from authority and recovering from a serious wound had, despite the fact that Pearce had probably saved both his life and his reputation, been retracted when he came back within the admiral’s immediate orbit. Digby’s attachment to the advancement of his career had come to take precedence over his principles and a bounden promise.

The fact that he had not acted to stop Pearce remaining aboard seemed surprising, given the heated exchange in which they had engaged, one in which his first lieutenant and supposed friend had used some very harsh words on both his character as well as his honour and they must still rankle. He had expected Digby to demand his removal, and when that did not happen he looked for motives, which were not too hard to fathom.

A request to dismiss his first lieutenant would have to go to the flagship while it could not be made without some form of explanation, and Digby would shy away from providing one. It was easier to tolerate Pearce than risk his demanding a court martial, which was his right, at which certain things would be aired, matters that would be more than detrimental to any number of people, not least Digby himself, for the defendant would have the right to question him under oath. On board he could be controlled; in front of a panel judging his case, even if they were appointed by Hotham, Pearce was a loose cannon.

The captain had another reason to disapprove of Pearce, this relating to his relationship with Emily Barclay, which had been no secret aboard the ship and it made no difference to Digby that the lady was now a widow. When last seen by anyone from the brig, she had shown unmistakable signs of being with child and no great calculation of dates and who was by her side at the probable time of conception was required to put the likely paternity at the door of John Pearce. It was doubly galling the man made not the least attempt to hide the fact that the supposition was correct.

Since, outside of the efficient running of the ship, they now barely spoke, Digby was utterly unaware of the other matter troubling his premier. Emily would probably have been relieved that he had not landed, which would risk for her embarrassment, something of which she was in terror. She did not share his desire that he should be openly acknowledged as the father of her child, insisting it would be too shameful to her reputation. This oddly mirrored Digby’s concerns for his naval career; in his wilder flights of fancy, Pearce reckoned them more suited to each other than he to her.

Emily had declined to go home in her condition, fearing the risks of a sea voyage, with the very strong possibility that the birth would occur before she reached England. Safely ensconced in Leghorn, she was insisting that the child must be born there and under her married name of Barclay. The future possibility of adoption was mooted, that not possible for at least three years, the time polite society allotted to a respectable widowhood.

She had also talked of their future life together - a distant prospect to him, the right and proper gap to her - in a manner Pearce found unappealing, not least that she expected him to live off the wealth her late husband had acquired in prize money. The life she was mapping out for them both, based on what she would inherit, went against everything in which Pearce believed. In order to avoid disputes, and he had to admit it was at Emily’s bidding, he had accepted an active naval role, one that had put him under the temporary command of Somers and now back aboard Flirt. If it had its discomforts, it provided peace of a sort.

The fact that Emily was free of a man they both despised had come as a shock; Pearce had witnessed Barclay’s seventy-four-gun ship-of-the-line being captured after a desperate battle, to then subsequently find Emily had been aboard and not, as he had supposed, safe in Naples. In order to rescue her from an extended incarceration he had sacrificed a set of papers that could have seriously threatened not only her husband, assumed to be still alive, but also Sir William Hotham. His reward was not, he thought, commensurate with that which he had given away.

From the tiny quarterdeck he could see the poles and triced-up sails on the yards of the anchored vessels; these made up Nelson’s squadron, HMS Brilliant being one of the five frigates, a sight that produced several conflicting emotions. She was the ship into which he had been press-ganged by the very same Ralph Barclay. It was also on board Brilliant that he had first met Emily.

At a distance the squadron looked to be in good order, but he knew that would not survive proximity: nearly every vessel in the Mediterranean fleet was in need of refitting. They lacked even such a mundane article as paint, while in many cases a dry dock would be required to bring them back to a proper condition. On some, their scantlings had sprung, requiring frapping to keep the hull watertight, with rot an internal problem throughout the beams and futtocks. The deck planking was worn from two years of daily sanding and the same wear and tear applied to the weathered rigging.

There would be no gleaming cream sails when they were dropped from the yards; after such extended service in warm climes they were a dun-brown colour, while the dress of many of the less well-off officers was likewise faded. Was it a reason to be thankful that HMS Flirt was in better condition than most and thus likely to be employed? Pearce reckoned, being nimble, she would be used for inshore operations.

‘Mr Conway, please be so good as to inform the captain that we are about to make our number to the commodore.’

HMS Flirt was flush-decked and nor was she large, and that applied especially to the space between the quarterdeck and the captain’s cabin, below Pearce’s feet and a short companionway distant. He could have shouted that piece of information and would have fully expected to be heard. But this was King George’s Navy, which required messages be delivered in a way that enhanced the dignity of the recipient.

He smiled at the alacrity with which Ivor Conway lifted his hat and ran to oblige. Fourteen years of age and not large for his years, from the island of Anglesey, the lad had been a midshipman aboard Barclay’s ship, HMS Semele, when much battered she struck her flag to a trio of French frigates. Sent to a brig lacking officers, he had shown he could stand a watch as long as nothing untoward troubled the ship.

Conway also worshipped John Pearce and was not shy of saying so, though not to him personally; the mid rated Pearce as the man who had rescued him from life in a French dungeon. If the orders to exchange prisoners had come from Hotham, it was John Pearce who had seen them executed. Never stated to anyone was the fact that it was he who had initiated said transaction, for that would smack not only of boasting, it could also expose the fact that he had blackmailed Hotham into acting, which he was bound by his word not to do.

As Digby came on deck he was afforded a lifted hat, but not a verbal greeting, while Conway stood stiffly behind the captain, clearly in awe of his rank and position. Digby and Pearce were both lieutenants, the former longer serving by not much more than a year, but it was enough to make a difference; added to that Digby had been given command of this non-rated ship, so he was now ranked as a master and commander. That carried with it all the powers the navy afforded a captain, as well as being a sure route to being made post and elevated into a rated vessel like a frigate. This alone put a person on the captains’ list, which if they stayed alive long enough, would see them one day promoted to admiral, with all the pay and perks that went with flag rank, even if they spent the rest of their life ashore.

‘Is the signal gun ready, Mr Pearce?’

‘It is, sir.’

‘Carry on.’

Manned by a pair of experienced hands, the small brass signal gun was also within earshot; indeed, they could not have avoided hearing the order even if they so desired, but once more custom required it be relayed, the first blast of black smoke following immediately. Repeated nine times, this acknowledged Nelson’s rank in what John Pearce considered to be a piece of excessive flummery, a waste of precious powder, which would be better employed in propelling balls at their enemies.

Flags broke out at the masthead of HMS Agamemnon to order Digby aboard and, as soon as the anchor bit into the seabed of the Bay of Vado, the cutter was hauled in from astern. Digby fetched his logs along with the despatches he had brought from the main fleet base of San Fiorenzo Bay; he had only stopped in Leghorn to revictual.

The logs would be examined by Nelson’s clerk, before being copied into the ledgers of the ship-of-the-line. The information would later be passed to Botham’s flagship, HMS Britannia, for yet another perusal, in time to make its way back to London and the Admiralty. Once there it would be pored over by crab-fingered clerks looking for faults in the use of stores, the distribution of food and rum in the barrel, the wasting of powder and shot, as well as the improper use of cordage and canvas. For such people war was waged with their own naval service, not that of the enemy.

Whistles blew and hats were raised as the captain departed and, once all was secured, the sails on the yards and the decks prettied up to please Digby when he returned, John Pearce felt himself relax, something he found hard when his captain was aboard. Retiring to his screened-off cabin below decks, he was brought a welcome cup of coffee; he was also brought news of the less-than-content feelings of the crew now he was back aboard.

‘The lads don’t care for it, John-boy. It was easier when you was absent. You two being at loggerheads makes them worry.’

These softly spoken words came from the only person Pearce reckoned he could open up to about his problems. The concomitant of that was the reverse; he was talking to a man who had it within him to check his superior in a way no one within the service would normally dare.

In title his servant, Michael O’Hagan had neither the build, manner nor, indeed, a true inclination for the role. The Irishman was massive in both height and girth, while his broad face was scarred enough to show that he was not averse to the odd bout of fisticuffs. Indeed, he had bare-knuckled in any number of contests and always as the victor. Yet he played the role to perfection when they were not alone. When that happened, he became a friend and one who could not be ignored.

‘There’s not much I can do about it, Michael.’

‘Sure, a bit of pretence wouldn’t go amiss. The way the lads are gab bin’ they fear that it will all go ahoo in action and they will pay in blood for your squabble. Mind it, they will attend to you, for they trust you.’
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