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AUTHOR’S NOTE


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


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


FOR CAPTAIN HARRY HAMILTON, R.N. RETIRED



with the author’s affectionate good wishes to
the “Little Admiral’s” grandson.



Although the main characters in this book were real people, and the events herein depicted did take place, in some instances both the people and the events were fictionally intensified to add to the drama of the story.
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FROM THE NAVY RECORDS SOCIETY MAP




PROLOGUE


The day dawned bleak and misty over the Crimean Upland, heralded by the boom of cannon, as first one battery and then another opened fire on the well-fortified Russian city of Sebastopol. The Russian gunners replied with spirit.


In the small, sparsely furnished room which, in his farmhouse headquarters on the Upland, served him both as office and sleeping quarters, General Lord Raglan sat in front of a makeshift wooden desk, shoulders wearily bowed. As always, the British Commander-in-Chief was dressed in the plain blue frock coat to which he had become accustomed when, as Military Secretary to the Duke of Wellington and later as Master General of the Ordnance, he had occupied a much more impressive desk at the Horse Guards in Whitehall.


It was cold in the low-built farmhouse, with its damp, stone-flagged floors and ill-fitting windows and the fire, which his German valet had lit in the tiny grate the previous evening, had long since burned to a heap of dead ash that did nothing to ward off the dank chill seeping in from outside. His nephew and aide-de-camp, Somerset Calthorpe, aware that he intended to work late on his despatch to the Duke of Newcastle, had placed a blanket about his knees before leaving him but Lord Raglan, finding that it impeded his penmanship, had let it slip to the floor.


He sighed, feeling its yielding softness beneath his feet and, for a moment, let his gaze go longingly to the bed beside him, wishing that he might sleep and, in sleep, find relief from the torment of his thoughts, if only for a few hours. But there was the despatch to be completed, checked carefully, and signed … a hand in front of his mouth to stifle an involuntary yawn, he started to re-read what he had written to the Secretary for War in London. Headed “Before Sebastopol” and dated 8th November, 1854, the report was lengthy. In it the British military commander had endeavoured to describe the bloody, hand-to-hand battle fought on the Inkerman Ridge three days before, employing the stilted, tactfully worded phrases and bestowing the meaningless praise his political chief expected of him upon their French allies.


“My Lord Duke,” the despatch began, “I have the honor to report to your grace that the army under my command, powerfully aided by the corps of observation of the French Army, under the command of that distinguished officer, General Bosquet, effectually repulsed and defeated a most vigorous and determined attack of the enemy on our position overlooking the ruins of Inkerman on the morning of the 5th instant. In my letter to your grace of the 3rd, I informed you that the enemy had considerably increased their force in the valley of the Tchernaya. …”


The attack had been by overwhelming numbers—estimated at between fifty and sixty thousand men—on the vulnerable British right flank, Lord Raglan thought bitterly, skimming quickly through the first page. The French aid, which he had described as “powerful” had, as it usually did, come too late. Indeed, he reflected, the battle need never have been fought had General Canrobert, the French Commanderin-Chief, acceded to his repeated requests for troops to share responsibility for the defence of the exposed position above the Tchernaya Valley, which his men had been compelled to shoulder alone. Canrobert had over 40,000 men to his own 24,800—which included the Naval Brigade—yet the Frenchman had insisted that he could spare none of them, even for so urgent and essential a task.


Lord Raglan’s mouth tightened in remembered exasperation. With the small force under his command, it was becoming increasingly difficult to bombard Sebastopol into submission from the Upland and, at the same time, hold the port of Balaclava, and the extended line of defence on the undulating ridge, known as Inkerman, on which the right of his line rested so precariously. Canrobert’s right, on the other hand, was protected by the British main body and his left by the sea, where the Allied Fleets reigned supreme and he had two excellent and accessible ports in Kamiesch and Kazatch—both secure from land attack. Whereas Balaclava … Lord Raglan turned impatiently to the second page of his despatch. He had always intended Balaclava to be a temporary expedient; neither he nor Admiral Sir Edmund Lyons, when they had chosen the tiny, landlocked harbour—seven miles from the besieging troops on the Upland, which it had to supply—had seen it as anything else but a stepping stone to the capture of Sebastopol. Once Sebastopol fell, Balaclava could be abandoned, since the captured city would provide not only a large harbour and well-equipped dockyard but also winter quarters for the Allied Armies, now under canvas and exposed to steadily worsening weather.


He and Canrobert—and, before him, the late Marshal St Arnaud, his predecessor in the French supreme command—had agreed that their primary objective must be the capture of Sebastopol. They could have walked into the Russian base, virtually unopposed, within three days of their victory at the Alma and the flank march which had brought them to the south side of the city. But they had not done so. …


He had wanted to make that final assault, Lord Raglan reflected. He had wanted with all his heart to advance when the Russians were reeling and had retreated from Sebastopol, and his own soldiers were flushed with the victory they had so gallantly won but … the French had insisted that the siege trains must first be landed. An assault without the support of heavy guns and a preliminary bombardment was so entirely contrary to the French concept of war that Canrobert had declared the mere suggestion of such a course to be a crime. Lord Raglan had recognized that he could not attack with the British army alone. Despite the almost contemptuous claim, by General Sir George Cathcart, that he could take the city with his Fourth Division and with “scarcely the loss of a man,” the British Commander-in-Chief had regretfully decided that this was a gamble he dared not risk. General Sir John Burgoyne, his Chief Engineer, had agreed with the French view and advised against an attack and so … Lord Raglan expelled his breath in a long sigh. He had ordered the landing of the siege guns and, in the three weeks which it had taken to drag these into position on the Upland, the enemy had reinforced and re-fortified Sebastopol, with the result that now the place defied all efforts to capture it.


The Allied Armies, while technically besieging the city had, perforce, to leave the north side unguarded. Through this open door Prince Menschikoff, the Russian Commander-in-Chief, was able to pour all the troops and guns he needed for its defence and, having done so, was in a position to attack the besiegers from beyond the River Tchernaya, using for this purpose the seemingly inexhaustible reinforcements reaching him from all over Russia. The obvious point to attack was the weakest and … for a moment, Lord Raglan covered his eyes with his hands, looking back, recalling the decisions which circumstances—and the demands of his Allies—had forced him to make.


One of these had been greatly against his better judgement, for it had involved still further weakening the defences along the line of the Inkerman Ridge but … Canrobert had assured him that, at last, the French were ready to join the British in a full-scale assault on Sebastopol which, he suggested, should be made on 7th November. Sebastopol had to be taken, if a long winter campaign were to be avoided and the French, heaven knew, had kept him waiting for long enough so, as he had to the landing of the siege trains, Lord Raglan had agreed to the French plan for the attack. Leaving his right flank to be defended by only the Second Division and the Guards Brigade, he had concentrated all his depleted force on the preliminary bombardment, on which the French still obstinately insisted, and had been busy preparing detailed orders for the assault when—two days before the date agreed by Canrobert—the Russians had struck.


They had struck shortly before daylight on the morning of 5th November and … the British General bent once more over his report.


“The morning was extremely dark, with a drizzling rain,” he had informed the Secretary for War, “rendering it almost impossible to discover anything beyond the flash and smoke of artillery and heavy musketry fire. It, however, soon became evident that the enemy, under cover of a vast cloud of skirmishers, supported by dense columns of infantry, had advanced numerous batteries of large calibre to the high ground to the left and in front of the Second Division, while powerful columns of infantry attacked the Brigade of Guards.


“Strong columns of the enemy came upon the advanced pickets covering the right of the position. These pickets behaved with admirable gallantry, defending the ground, foot by foot, against the overwhelming numbers of the enemy, until the Second Division, under Major-General Pennefather, with its field guns, which had immediately been got under arms, was placed in position. The Light Division, under Lieutenant-General Sir George Brown, was also brought to the front without loss of time; the 1st Brigade, under Major-General Codrington, occupying the long slopes to the left towards Sebastopol, and protecting our right battery, and guarding against attack on that side; and the 2nd Brigade, under Brigadier-General Buller, forming on the left of the Second Division, with the 88th Regiment, under Lieutenant-Colonel Jeffreys, thrown in advance. The Brigade of Guards, under His Royal Highness the Duke of Cambridge and Major-General Bentinck, proceeded likewise to the front and took up most important ground to the extreme right on the alignment of the Second Division, but separated from it by a deep and precipitous ravine, and posting its guns with those of the Second Division.


“The Fourth Division, under Lieutenant-General Sir George Cathcart, having been brought from their encampment, advanced to the front and right of the attack: the 1st Brigade, under Brigadier-General Goldie, proceeded to the left of the Inkerman road; the 2nd Brigade, under Brigadier-General Torrens, to the right of it and on the ridge overhanging the Valley of the Tchernaya. The Third Division, under Lieutenant-General Sir Richard England, occupied in part the ground vacated by the Fourth Division, and supported the Light Division with two regiments, under Brigadier-General Sir John Campbell, while Brigadier-General Eyre held the command of the troops in the trenches. …”


Set out thus, the battle sounded as if it had taken place according to plan but, as he re-read his account, Lord Raglan knew that this was very far from being the case. He had, of course, expected a Russian attack on his right flank; had, in fact, as he had endeavoured to impress on Canrobert, lived in hourly dread that it would come, for he was constantly receiving reports of a massive build-up of enemy troops across the Tchernaya. When, however, the attack was launched on his thinly held positions, the “dense columns” of Russian infantry he had described in his despatch had been met only by pickets of the Second Division and that Division, by itself, had had to fight a delaying action, until such time as he could order his other divisions down from the siege-works to its aid. And that had taken time, not only because of the distance involved but also because, in the swirling Crimean mist the battle had become confused. Men were fighting in thick brushwood and on precipitous slopes, among ravines, using the bayonet rather than musket fire, since visibility was, at times, so poor that to fire into the fog might have meant firing on friends, unrecognizable in the swaying tide of battle.


Two feint attacks, one on the French left, the other in the direction of Balaclava, had been launched by the enemy simultaneously with that on the Inkerman Ridge. These diversionary sallies had achieved their purpose, in that they delayed the French aid for which he had asked—General Bosquet, from his vantage point on the Sapouné Ridge, refusing to move for over an hour until assured that they were, in fact, diversions. No one could possibly question Bosquet’s personal courage, Lord Raglan reminded himself … once in the battle, he and his splendid Zouaves had fought with admirable gallantry. Nevertheless, the stout French General had waited with all save two regiments of his Corps d’Observation, for a further two hours after bringing them down from the Heights before, at Lord Raglan’s personal request, ordering his troops to the aid of his hard pressed allies.


One of the two regiments he had sent in to support the depleted British 55th Regiment had refused to continue its advance without artillery cover and, himself and his staff under heavy fire, the British Commander-in-Chief had watched them retreat, seemingly indifferent to the fate of the unfortunate 55th. Only after Colonel Warren’s scant hundred men had followed him in an heroic bayonet charge had the Frenchmen halted and turned to face the enemy and, even then, Lord Raglan had had to send a staff officer to upbraid their commander before the 7th Léger could be persuaded to take an active part in the fight, this time in support of the brave and already exhausted British 77th Regiment.


None of this could, of course, be stated in an official despatch. Lord Raglan read his reference to the incident, a wry smile curving his lips.


“Additional batteries of heavy artillery were also placed by the enemy on the slopes to our left, the guns in the field amounting in the whole to ninety pieces, independently however, of the ship’s guns and those in the works of Sebastopol. Protected by a tremendous fire of shot, shell and grape, the Russian columns advanced in great force, requiring every effort of gallantry on the part of our troops to resist them.


“At this time two battalions of French infantry, which had on the first notice been sent by General Bosquet, joined our right, and very materially contributed to the successful resistance to the attack, cheering with our men, and charging the enemy down the hill with great loss. About the same time a determined assault was made on our extreme left and for a moment the enemy possessed themselves of four of our guns, three of which were retaken by the 88th, while the fourth was speedily recaptured by the 77th Regiment, under Lieutenant-Colonel Egerton. In the opposite direction the Brigade of Guards, under his Royal Highness the Duke of Cambridge, was engaged in a severe conflict.”


The gallantry of the Guards defied description, their Commander-in-Chief thought, conscious of a warm glow of pride as he read again his all-too-inadequate account of their magnificent part in the action. Firing with steady and telling accuracy whilst their ammunition lasted, they had attacked again and again with the bayonet when powder and musket balls were exhausted, driving the massed Russian columns before them in terror. They had fought for, lost, recaptured, lost again and yet again retaken a two-gun emplacement, known as the Sandbag Battery, with matchless courage, fighting on despite appalling casualties, finally putting the enemy to rout in a desperate charge down an overgrown slope. They had, it was true, charged too far in the confusion, with the unhappy result that another enemy column had advanced rapidly across the high ground above them in order to cut them off from their commander, the Duke of Cambridge, whose position had, for a time, been in grave danger. But, rallied by their officers, the Guardsmen had reformed and clambered back to the plateau where, joining the heroic handful who had remained with the Colours, they had fought off several Russian attempts to capture these and had, finally, managed to escape from the trap.


General Sir George Cathcart, the Divisional commander, had not been so fortunate, however. Lord Raglan read through the next page of his report, conscious of a sense of loss. He had not liked Cathcart—who, although junior in rank and service to Sir George Brown—had been designated his successor to the supreme command until just before the battle of Inkerman. But … he had been a brave man and a good soldier and the manner of his dying had been in the best traditions of the British Army. No matter now that he had been difficult and obstructive, forever complaining that he was not consulted when major decisions had to be made, constantly insisting that his advice—as holder of the “dormant commission” as Commander-in-Chief—should be sought and acted upon, instead of Sir George Brown’s or Sir John Burgoyne’s. He was dead and … leaning forward, Lord Raglan added some lines between two of those already written in his despatch.


“Lieutenant-General the Hon. Sir George Cathcart, with a few companies of the 68th Regiment, considering that he might make a strong impression by descending into the valley and taking the enemy in flank, moved rapidly forward, but finding the heights above him in full occupation of the Russians, he suddenly discovered that he was entangled with a superior force, and while attempting to withdraw his men, he received a mortal wound, shortly before which Brigadier-General Torrens, when leading the 68th, was likewise severely wounded.


“Subsequently to this the battle continued with unabated vigor, and with no positive result, the enemy bringing upon our line not only the fire of all their field batteries, but those in front of the works of the place and the ships’ guns, till the afternoon, when the symptoms of giving way first became apparent; and shortly after, although the fire did not cease, the retreat became general, and heavy masses were observed retiring over the ridge of the Inkerman, and ascending the opposite heights, abandoning on the field of battle five or six thousand dead or wounded, multitudes of the latter having already been carried off by them. I never before witnessed such a spectacle as the field presented; but upon this I will not dwell.”


In his despatch to London, Lord Raglan thought painfully, that spectacle was one on which it would not be politic to dwell but the terrible sights he had seen, when the Russians at last withdrew from the blood-soaked Inkerman Ridge, haunted him now, waking and sleeping, and he could not drive these or his memories of the battle from his mind. He shivered, remembering how General Strangeways, riding only a few yards from him, had had his leg shot off by a round shot at the height of the action. Brave and courteous to the last, the old artilleryman had politely requested that someone assist him from his horse. When this was done and the old man lain gently down behind the shelter of a boulder, Lord Raglan had felt the tears come unbidden into his eyes, aware that his old friend and fellow veteran of Waterloo could not long survive his terrible wound. He had died, stoic and uncomplaining, only an hour or so later, and there had been others, so many others—old men, like Strangeways, young men in the prime of life, all of them his soldiers, whom he would mourn and whose faces he would not forget.


Lord Raglan read through the next paragraph of his despatch, forcing himself to do so, although a mist of tears obscured his vision and had constantly to be wiped away. He had paid more than generous tribute, in this part of his despatch, to the valor and devotion to duty of his French allies. Bosquet deserved the tribute, in spite of the delay he had caused, if only for the supremely courageous manner in which, caught in a Russian trap below the Sandbag Battery, he had led his Zouaves and Algerians in a brilliantly timed charge. Indeed, he had told the plump young French General so himself, in his halting French and in a moment of emotion, thanking him “in the name of England,” while Canrobert, bleeding from a slight flesh wound in the arm, looked on, beaming with pride. Yet the dead—his English dead—might not be lying now in their bloody graves, had Canrobert listened to his pleas and sent him the reinforcements whose presence might well have deterred the Russians from their attack on the Inkerman Ridge.


The British Commander-in-Chief stifled a sigh, as he glanced swiftly through the names of the officers of his own force whom he had commended, knowing these by heart. Sir George Brown, shot through the arm who, as always—stern old martinet that he was—had led his Light Division with efficiency and distinction, doing all and more than was expected of him. The Duke of Cambridge … well, if he had, perhaps, yielded to emotion when he had lost contact with most of his Guards in the chaos which had followed their wild charge into the ravine below the Sandbag Battery, his emotion was understandable. The Guards were his pride; he held himself personally responsible for them whenever they were in action and previously, at the Alma, he had displayed a similar concern for his men. Apart from this one incident, His Royal Highness had behaved admirably. Cut off and with his Colours threatened, he had extricated himself and the hundred or so Guardsmen who had remained with him and had then held his ground until the French, belatedly attacking the enemy on the flank, had relieved the pressure on his position. The Navy, in the persons of the dashing Captain Peel, of HMS Diamond, and his aide-de-camp, a youthful midshipman, who had been present in the role of spectators, had joined the Guards in the defence of their Colours, earning a warm commendation from the Duke of Cambridge but … Admiral Lyon would see to it that this was passed on to the Admiralty Board. His own report would be confined to the Army … Lord Raglan’s white brows met in a thoughtful pucker. There were so many deserving of his commendation but in this, his first official communication concerning the battle for Inkerman, he must confine himself to those in command.


In explanation, he had written: “I will, in a subsequent despatch, lay before your grace the names of the officers whose services have been brought to my notice. I will not detain the mail for that purpose now; but I cannot delay to report the admirable behavior of Lieutenant-General Sir George Brown … of Lieutenant-General his Royal Highness the Duke of Cambridge, who particularly distinguished himself; and of Major-General Pennefather, in command of the Second Division, which received the first attack, and gallantly maintained itself, under the greatest difficulties, throughout this protracted conflict; of Major-General Bentinck, who is severely wounded; Major-General Codrington, Brigadier-General Adams, and Brigadier-General Torrens, who are severely wounded; and Brigadier-General Buller, who is also wounded. …


“Lieutenant-General Sir George de Lacy Evans, who had been obliged, though a severe indisposition, to go on board ship a few days previously, left his bed as soon as he received intelligence of the attack, and was promptly at his post; and, though he did not feel well enough to take command of the (Second) Division out of the hands of Major-General Pennefather, he did not fail to give him his best advice and assistance… .


“It is deeply distressing to me to have to submit to your grace the list of the killed, wounded and missing … it is indeed heavy, and very many valuable officers and men have been lost to Her Majesty’s service. Among the killed your grace will find the names of Lieutenant-General the Hon. Sir G. Cathcart, Brigadier-General Strangeways, and Brigadier-General Goldie. …”


Once again, as he read through the brief tribute he had paid to each of his general officers, the British Commanderin-Chief had to wipe the tears from his eyes with his single hand. The face of the gallant old Strangeways still haunted him, caught and held in his memory with such poignant clarity. It had been a strange battle, he reflected, to have cost the lives of so many brigade and divisional commanders and he supposed he was fortunate, in that it had not claimed his own. He read the final page of the despatch.


“It is difficult to arrive at any positive conclusion as to the actual numbers brought into the field by the enemy … but judging from the numbers that were seen in the plains after they had withdrawn in retreat, I am led to suppose that they could not have been less than 60,000 men. Their loss was excessive, and it is calculated that they left on the field near 5,000 dead, and that their causalities amount in the whole, in killed, wounded and prisoners, to not less than 15,000. Your grace will be surprised to learn that the number of British troops actually engaged little exceeded 8,000 men, while those of General Bosquet’s division only amounted to 6,000, the remaining French troops on the spot having been kept in reserve. I ought here to mention that, while the enemy was attacking our right, they assailed the left of the French trenches, and actually got into two of their batteries, but they were quickly driven out in the most gallant manner with considerable loss, and hotly pursued to the very walls of Sebastopol. …”


Lord Raglan picked up his pen, carefully signed the despatch and, attaching the casualty list to it, laid both ready for General Airey, his Quartermaster-General and Chief of Staff, to attend to when he came on duty. All in all, he thought wearily, perhaps a casualty list of 2,575 was not excessive, in view of the nature of the ground on which the battle had been fought, the poor visibility, and the numbers involved. No doubt Canrobert, in his despatch to the Emperor, would claim the ghastly shambles as a victory for the arms of France … and Prince Menschikoff, too, despite his appalling losses, might well inform the Tsar that his forces had made a successful sortie from their beleaguered fortress. In fact, he probably would consider it thus—as one young British captain had commented, “the Russians could well afford to lose men” … even twenty thousand of them. The British could not and the flower of his two best fighting divisions, Lord Raglan reflected sadly, had been lost at Inkerman in defence of a ridge of barren rocks, which would not shelter them when the harsh Crimean winter set in.


In defence of the inadequate and already over-congested port of Balaclava, a scant two weeks before, all but a handful of the Light Cavalry Brigade had also perished thanks to a criminally stupid misinterpretation of his orders … and thrusting aside his papers, the British Commander-in-Chief rose and started restlessly to pace the floor of his room. So many lives sacrificed in these actions and to the terrible ravages of cholera and all to no purpose, he thought wretchedly. Had they been lost in a successful assault on Sebastopol he might, perhaps, have been conscious now of a sense of achievement, might have felt that they had not been uselessly thrown away. But Sebastopol still stood, as impregnable as it had ever been to land or sea attack, and he could already feel the chill of winter in his bones.


While he himself had never experienced a Russian winter, one of his interpreters—British Consul at Kertch until the outbreak of war—had given him a vivid description of what might be expected. “Bleak winds, heavy rain, snow and bitter cold … a cold so intense that if a man touches metal with an uncovered hand, the skin adheres to it.” These, with his troops under canvas and on trench duty, added up to a daunting prospect. But what was the alternative? Lord Raglan’s bowed shoulders lifted in a helpless shrug, as he silently replied to his own question. To abandon the Crimea and return, with the remnants of his army, across the Black Sea to Varna, there to wait until spring, when the whole complicated manoeuvre would have to be repeated … that, surely, was unthinkable? The British Government would never hear of it, there would be a public outcry at home, the morale of the brave soldiers he commanded would sink beyond the power of any General to restore it … no, no, he dared not even suggest such a course. To retire to Eupatoria was also out of the question.


He could, however, order the evacuation and abandonment of Balaclava … Lord Raglan’s frown relaxed. Balaclava, after all, was not essential and he had never intended it to be used as a permanent supply base. The siege troops and their guns could, by arrangement with the French, be supplied from Kamiesch or Kazatch—the latter, probably if Canrobert were reluctant to permit him the better equipped of the two ports. Although, in this case the use of the track from Balaclava to the upland was already, through over-use, a sea of churned-up mud. In winter, under snow and ice, it might well become impassable. Besides, the port was always vulnerable to attack from the Tchernaya Valley, as past experience had shown and, if spared from the necessity to defend the place, he could consolidate his position on the Upland plateau, shorten his over-extended perimeter, and use the men he had left under his command to the best advantage.


Suddenly revitalized, Lord Raglan went back to his desk fumbling, with his single hand, for the maps he kept there. Finding the one he wanted, he spread it out in front of him and subjected it to a careful scrutiny. It was a sketch map, drawn by a member of Sir Colin Campbell’s staff, in order to show the position of the defences for which his commander was responsible. Lord Raglan was conscious of a lifting of his earlier depression as he noted each of these and realized how many men and guns were now required to ensure the continued possession of Balaclava, not to mention the warships in and outside the harbour itself, which included a ship-of-theline, the Sanspareil, commanded by Captain Dacres.


To the sleepy-eyed servant who, roused by the sound of his movements, came in to enquire whether he wanted his breakfast, he nodded absently, and went on planning the evacuation of the port and the uses to which he could put the seamen and soldiers whose services would be available, once Balaclava was abandoned. A winter campaign would be difficult in the extreme, but he had always been painfully aware that his troops were not equipped for one. Nevertheless, it would have to be accepted now as inevitable—they had lost their last chance of taking Sebastopol before the weather changed. Canrobert had made it abundantly clear, after the Inkerman battle, that he had no intention of joining his British allies in an assault on the enemy stronghold during the next few weeks and, within a few weeks, winter would be upon them.


If only the Russians had delayed their attempt to break through his right flank by two days, Lord Raglan thought regretfully, the assault on Sebastopol—to which the French Commander-in-Chief had, at long last, agreed—would have taken place and would, in all probability have succeeded. It had been the devil’s own luck that Menschikoff should have chosen to make his sortie on 5th November, more especially since his first attack on the Inkerman Ridge, on 26th October, had been so decisively beaten off … and this, in spite of the fact that the battle for Balaclava, with its appalling butcher’s bill, had been fought the previous day. By all the laws of civilized warfare, the Russian Supreme Commander should have learned his lesson but … he had not and now, with the shelter of Sebastopol denied them, his own men would have to face all the rigours of winter—and an indefinite prolongation of the siege—as best they might.


Lord Raglan bent once more over his map, his tired eyes troubled. Balaclava must be abandoned, he decided, there was no help for it. Without the ceaseless drain upon his, alas! all too limited resources, which continued defence of the port entailed, victory might still be possible once the winter was over. Whilst the cold weather lasted the Russians, too, would find their overland communications disrupted and Sebastopol could not be supplied by sea as his own army was, since the Allied Fleets held undisputed command of the whole of the Black Sea.


Balaclava could not, of course, be abandoned without the loss of part of the stores already landed there but the Navy would have to take off as much as they could and the port be kept clear of transports and supply ships from now on, to enable them to do so. Sir Edmund Lyons would not like his decision, he knew. The Admiral had been obstinately determined from the outset to hold the place and it had been on his insistence that the useless little port had not been evacuated on 25th October, when all that stood between it and the Russians had been Sir Colin Campbell and his “thin red line” of 93rd Highlanders. He would have to talk the Navy’s secondin-command round to his point of view, Lord Raglan thought, not relishing the prospect. He liked and admired Lyons whose courage and enterprise, as well as his administrative ability, had impressed him immensely. He would succeed his present Commander-in-Chief, Vice-Admiral Deans Dundas, within the next two months and Lord Raglan—who had found Dundas as obstructive and overcautious as any man could be—was looking forward, with an eagerness he made no attempt to conceal, to the day when the British Fleet would be led by its present second-in-command. He … the servant entered, with his breakfast, followed by an orderly bearing a load of green wood, with which he lit the fire, not without difficulty. It spluttered, eventually, to reluctant life and, while giving out little warmth, had at least the effect of making the small room seem more cheerful.


General Airey came in a few minutes later, as always with an air of purposeful energy.


“Your staff sleep late, my lord,” he observed, referring to the absence of aides.


“Poor boys, they are tired.” Lord Raglan smiled his gentle, understanding smile. “I won’t have them disturbed before I must. They need their sleep.”


“And you do not?” General Airey gestured to the pile of papers on the desk and, from these, to the unslept-in bed. “You take too much out of yourself.” His tone was reproachful. “That despatch could have waited, surely?”


“So that The Times correspondent’s report might reach London first? No, Richard.” The British Commander-in-Chief spoke with bitter emphasis. “You know as well as I do that Mr Russell’s pen is inclined to run away with him and I shudder to think what he may have written about the Inkerman Ridge attack. I have had to accept the fact that, since The Times reaches and is read in Sebastopol, his reports of the number and disposition of our troops are of material assistance to the enemy. But I will not permit the Duke of Newcastle to hear the first news of a major engagement between our forces via The Times!”


Richard Airey inclined his good-looking head. “I understand your anxiety, sir, on that account. But even so, your health is of great importance to the army under your command and to the successful prosecution of this war. It behooves you to take some care of it and to work throughout the night …” he shrugged helplessly. “Why did you not call on me? I am ready and anxious to serve you and—”


“I know that, Richard. And you serve me as no other man could.” The gentle, affectionate smile was again in evidence. “Nevertheless this was a task only I could perform and, since it is done, let us say no more about it. You’ll see that my despatch goes off this morning, won’t you?”


“Of course, sir.” His Chief-of-Staff gathered up the documents, glancing at them, his brows meeting in an anxious frown. But he offered no comment and Lord Raglan, aware that his decision regarding the future of Balaclava would be received with approval by Airey, if not by everyone else, hastened to make it known to him.


“Ah!” The younger man’s face lit with relief. This was what he had advocated, stressing his view as vehemently as Admiral Lyons had put forward one that was completely contrary. “I am sure you are right, sir. Balaclava is too small to serve as our base. Already it is reduced to chaos, with half the perishable stores which have been unloaded rotting where they lie … and the rest rot in the holds of ships that cannot be unloaded! But you do not need me to tell you what a shambles the place is and must remain, since we cannot enlarge its facilities. It will be an immense weight off my mind to be rid of it.”


“Those are precisely my sentiments,” the military Commander-in-Chief agreed.


“Do you wish me to make out orders for the evacuation?” Airey asked. “Captain Dacres already has instructions to permit no more supply ships to enter, so that the harbour is as clear as it can ever be. But Dacres, I feel sure, would appreciate a preliminary warning, because there will be pressure brought to bear on him by ships’ masters anxious to discharge their cargoes and there are still wounded to be taken off. …” He was all eagerness, his quick brain busy with the problems that might be expected to arise and, in his enthusiasm, he was prepared then and there to act upon this most welcome decision. But, to his dismay, Lord Raglan shook his head.


“Not yet, Richard. I must first discuss the matter with Admiral Lyons who is, after all, at least as concerned with it as I am. It is the Navy’s responsibility to keep us supplied and, for this reason, the Admiral must be allowed his say.”


“Your lordship knows what he will say,” the Quartermaster-General objected.


“Indeed, my dear fellow, I do. In fairness, however, I am bound to listen to him when he says it and he will, I understand, be here during the course of the morning. Besides, there are others with whom this question will have to be discussed—General Canrobert, for one. He may not welcome us at Kamiesch or even at Kazatch, and it is essential that we find an alternative to Balaclava before we decide finally to relinquish it.” Lord Raglan’s tone was dry. “Inadequate though the place is, it is the only supply base we have at present.”


“True, sir. But—” Airey began. His Chief interrupted him. “Officially Admiral Dundas will have to be consulted also. We can do nothing without his approval and I think we should call a conference of the Divisional Commanders—although that, perhaps, might wait until I have put my suggestion tentatively to the French. You could ride over to the French headquarters this morning, if you like, and get an idea of how the suggestion that we share Kamiesch with them will be received. Then you can call a General Officers’ conference for this afternoon.”


“As your lordship pleases,” Richard Airey acknowledged. He scribbled some notes on his pad and let the pen fall adding, as if it were an afterthought, “Sir Edmund Lyons’s son is due here in a day or so, he told me.”


“His son?” Lord Raglan frowned, in an effort to remember. “The one in the Diplomatic Corps?”


“No, sir, the younger—Jack Lyons—who is in the Navy. He is in command of the Miranda, steam frigate, and distinguished himself, the Admiral told me, when serving with the Baltic Fleet earlier this year. The Miranda and the Valorous sailed in company with the Jura transport from Plymouth, with the 46th Regiment and the rest of the reinforcements we are expecting.” He smiled, the smile lighting his freshly shaven face and making him look younger than his fifty-one years. “It just occurred to me, sir, that the subject of Captain Lyons’s impending arrival might—ah—well, it might possibly be introduced before your lordship mentioned Balaclava to Sir Edmund.”


“To little purpose, I fear,” Lord Raglan demurred. “But rest assured, my dear Richard, that I shall use all the powers of persuasion I possess in order to convince Sir Edmund. We …” he broke off, hearing the clatter of horses’ hooves outside and Airey, crossing to the window, exclaimed in surprise, “Here is the Admiral in person, my lord! He is early astir, is he not? I wonder what that portends.”


“Instruct our good Hans to serve breakfast to him,” the Commander-in-Chief requested. “While he is partaking of our modest fare, I shall endeavour to talk to him informally. And, Richard—”


“My lord?”


“See that we are not interrupted. And I think, perhaps, you had better have Nigel wakened.”


“Very good, my lord.” The Quartermaster-General gathered up his commander’s despatch, glanced curiously at the sketch map of the Balaclava defences and then spread it out, using an inkstand and a paperweight to keep it flat. This done, he took his leave, as Lord Burghersh, the Commander-in-Chief’s nephew and senior aide-de-camp—unshaven but alert and wakeful—ushered in Sir Edmund Lyons.


“Ah, Sir Edmund … it is a pleasure to see you.” Lord Raglan advanced to greet his visitor, his left hand extended in welcome, his handsome, patrician face wearing its accustomed warm and charming smile.
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