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Chapter One

THE “MERLIN”

“AND A DAMNED good riddance!” exclaimed Rear-Admiral Fothergill. He was tall, grey, elderly and spectacled, a man now chained to his desk who would never go to sea again. He peered short-sightedly at Hoskins, his flag-lieutenant, who was red-faced, portly and short of breath. He frowned now, his blue eyes protuberant and plainly puzzled.

“Sir?”

“I mean, Simpson quitting the Merlin. I could never stand the fellow. Always asking for shore leave, always sick, the sloop always under repair.”

“His marriage was rather recent, sir.”

“Was that the chief trouble? I supposed that he had made some prize-money and wanted to spend it.”

“That too, sir. His successor is unmarried, I believe.”

Hoskins checked the fact, glancing at one document among the sheaf he carried. Yes, he had been right. Was he becoming fussy and old-maidish, he wondered, thinking of flag-lieutenants he had known over the years.

“Thank God for that. Is he here in Gibraltar?”

“Yes, sir. He landed yesterday evening from the Birkenhead storeship. Captain Delancey is waiting now in the outer office.”

“Delancey? Never heard of him. Hand me the List.”

“He is not listed, sir.”

“His first command, eh? He’s damned lucky, in that case, to be given the Merlin; and lucky, for that matter, to serve in the Mediterranean. Send him in, Mr Fulmer, and let’s hope that he is an improvement on Simpson.”

The flag-officer, Gibraltar, had his office on the first floor of an old house overlooking the sunlit harbour. Only the marine sentry at the entrance distinguished this flat-roofed building from others in the same street. The place was plainly furnished, almost bleak, the whitewashed walls relieved only by the blue and gold of the naval uniforms. There was a quiet bustle of activity with the scratching of quill pens as letters were copied in triplicate, each clerk’s copperplate handwriting as characterless as if each document had been printed. The clerks stood at tall desks with candles fitted for use after dark, the scratch of their quills making a background noise like the sound of insects in a tropical garden.

A minute later the Rear-Admiral had the newcomer in his presence; a weatherbeaten officer of middling height, something under forty years of age, with dark hair and deep blue eyes, a self-possessed man who was giving nothing away. He was sturdily built with a strong face, deeply lined for his age, his expression that of a man who had known adversity and disappointment. His uniform was spotless, kept for just such an occasion as this. Fothergill guessed that he would rarely look as smart as he did today. He had been and was still most probably, a poor man; no aristocrat, despite his name, and no ornament to the social scene. His letter of appointment and an accompanying letter of recommendation had been handed beforehand to the flag-lieutenant and now lay, opened, on his desk. After making his bow, Delancey stood at attention, his cocked hat under his left arm.

“Welcome to the Mediterranean, Captain. You will have heard, no doubt, that the Merlin is taking the British Consul back to Tangier. She should be here again in a few days. Please be seated while I read the letters you have brought with you.”

A few minutes passed in silence and Delancey looked about him. The naval headquarters building was old but largely rebuilt. Delancey guessed that it must have been damaged during the previous war, the new plaster contrasting with the old. A cupboard behind the Admiral’s chair contained leatherbound folio letter books, marked “In” on one shelf and “Out” on the shelf below. There was a ceremonial sword hung from a nail and the door was held open by a cannon-ball. There were several engravings on display, one a coloured etching of Admiral Rooke and two of them scenes of the great siege, both very stiff and formal. Neither artist nor engraver had been in battle, Delancey concluded, and neither could portray the action. As an amateur artist he wondered whether he himself could have done any better. He might have put more life into it—and more death for that matter—but how could any painting or print suggest the noise or the smell of powder? There had been no comparable bombardment since 1783. The great siege had ended with the conclusion of the war itself and it was now 1799, over six years since this new war had begun. As a youngster, seventeen years ago, he had felt that he was making history here, small as his contribution had been. And Gibraltar had of course been the setting for drama with its stage and backcloth, its galleries and pit. To make the most of a battle one needed an audience! He smiled faintly at this idea, turning his head away from the engravings. He saw then that the Admiral was no longer looking at the letter. His eyes were now on Delancey with perhaps a hint of amusement.

“Not a very accurate picture, I agree. Have you been here before?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you need no advice from me. I gather that you were last on the Irish station?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The Spitfire being your last ship?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Lost, but with no discredit to you. It seems to me that you are fortunate, promoted into a very fine sloop of eighteen guns, copied from the French corvette Amazon and built as recently as 1794. You should by rights have been given the oldest sloop in the service, laid down under George II, taken from the Dutch or built under contract in Bermuda. My own first command was a sloop launched in 1767, ready to sink if anyone so much as sneezed. Indeed, she was lost at sea under my successor, poor fellow. The Merlin is a very different sort of ship and you are lucky to have her. You are unmarried, I have been told. Is that true?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Married officers are always in port with mysterious defects and broken spars. A bachelor myself, my preference is for more active officers, especially in trade protection. Tell me, however, about the situation in Ireland. There was a French landing, I recall, on the west coast. How did the story end?”

“Well, sir, General Humbert landed at Killala with hardly more than a thousand men. He was to have been reinforced but Bompart’s squadron, with troops embarked, was intercepted by Sir John Borlase Warren. Humbert took Castlebar and drove off the Kilkenny Militia but then came face to face with Lord Cornwallis. He had no choice after that and surrendered at Ballinamuck—”

“He surrendered where?”

“At Ballinamuck, sir. Irish place names are often rather uncouth. Had all the French troops, four thousand of them, landed at the same place and at the same time, the Irish might have joined them. There will be no rising now, though. Lord Cornwallis has thirty thousand men and the coasts are well patrolled by our cruisers. We should have no more trouble in that quarter.”

“So General Humbert achieved nothing, eh?”

“I wouldn’t say that, sir. He broke up the Bishop of Killala’s diocesan conference.”

“Did he, though? I should like to hear your story. Perhaps you would care to dine with me today?”

“With pleasure, sir.”

After Delancey had gone the flag-lieutenant produced for the Rear-Admiral a copy of a recent Gazette, brought by the Birken-head along with the newspapers and the mail.

The Rear-Admiral read the gazette letter slowly and with gaining interest. Written by Captain Ashley and dated September 14th 1798, it described how the Hercule came into Killala Bay after Humbert had landed and after Savary’s squadron had gone and went on to describe an operation which resulted in the total destruction of the Hercule and the Spitfire and ended with Ashley’s words of highest commendation, recommending Delancey for promotion.

“You have read this?” the Rear-Admiral asked.

“Yes, sir,” replied the flag-lieutenant.

“Don’t you find it almost incredible?”

“I think there is much to be read between the lines.”

“So there is, by God. But I know Ashley and would believe him. So did their Lordships. My conclusion must be that Delancey is an outstanding officer.”

“No doubt of it, sir.”

“Well, we must make him tell us the whole story.”

No attempt was made to extract the story until the Rear-Admiral’s guests had reached their dessert, nor was Delancey very forthcoming even then. It was a small party, held at the Admiral’s house, the other guests being Captain Price of the frigate Cynthia who was going home on promotion to command a ship of the line, a Colonel of Artillery, a Major of the Royal Marines, two gentlemen from the Dockyard and a doctor. Sitting at the head of his mahogany table, with a portrait of George II behind him, the Rear-Admiral did the honours with practised ease. The usual toasts were drunk, the last to the new captain of the Merlin. This was the cue for Delancey to hold forth but he did so very briefly.

“But look, Delancey, the story outlined in Captain Ashley’s letter to the Commander-in-Chief is not easily understood. It seems that you attacked a French seventy-four almost single-handed, blowing her rudder off before anyone could say ‘Mon dieu!’ If it is as easy as that, why don’t we all do it?”

The question, posed by Captain Price, was fair enough, but Delancey seemed to hesitate over his answer.

“I was very fortunate,” he admitted finally, “in finding the perfect target for a fireship attack. The chances against it are overwhelmingly adverse and the chance of a fireship being there when wanted is surely remote. But if you ask how the trick was done I can say no more than this: study how the stage conjuror deceives his audience! His secret is a simple one. At each moment he does something, he ensures that the audience is looking at something else. Should you still think me clever, sir, I must remind you of two important facts. First, I owed my life to a couple of seamen who chose to disobey my orders. Second, I had to sacrifice the wounded from my own ship, blown up in the Hercule.”

There was a minute’s silence after this, broken by the Rear-Admiral who said:

“And that is the worst thing of all, paying in lives for what has to be done. . . . And now I want to hear about the Bishop of Killala!”

The dinner party passed off pleasantly and Delancey learnt, informally, what work awaited him. The Rear-Admiral took him aside afterwards and made his role sufficiently clear. The Merlin would be employed in convoy protection and would operate between Gibraltar and the Levant. There was a French army cooped up in Egypt since the Battle of the Nile but this would be none of his concern. His task would be to protect trade and deal with enemy cruisers, especially in the western half of the Mediterranean. French corvettes and privateers were numerous and enterprising and British merchantmen had to proceed in convoy under naval escort.

It would be his fate, he gathered, to plod endlessly back and forth between Gibraltar, Port Mahon, Malta, Palermo and Cyprus, with little chance of gaining distinction and still less of making prize-money. He would wear out his signal flags in urging merchantmen to make more sail and expend his powder in warning them to keep in formation. He would also have to take the blame when they ignored him and were captured. He was fortunate in his ship, as the Rear-Admiral repeated, but he would gain no credit, it seemed, and make no prize-money. Nor could he complain for he had much to learn, as he realised, and this was almost his first command.

Two days later Delancey stood on the King’s Bastion and watched the Merlin come into the anchorage. With him were David Stock, volunteer (first class), Luke Tanner, coxswain, and John Teesdale, captain’s steward; the men he had been entitled to bring with him from his last ship.

Stock, the shock-headed and snub-nosed son of the Bishop of Killala, was tongue-tied and shy, an eager but ignorant boy. Tanner was burly, taciturn, devoted to his captain and utterly reliable. Teesdale was a dark, thin-faced man, intelligent, sensitive and inclined to talk out of turn. He could always sense the trend of opinion on the lower deck. As steward he was excellent, a good cook and valet and yet known to be fearless in action.

Behind Delancey the Rock of Gibraltar reared up, yellowish-grey in the sunlight, its lower slopes hidden by white buildings. To left and right, facing the sea, were the fortifications, massively built and bristling with artillery. In front of him, beyond the bay, was the coast of Spain and far to his left, the coast of Africa. In the middle distance, ending her passage from Tangier, was the sloop Merlin with all her sails set before a stiff breeze from the Atlantic. She was a lovely ship, no doubt of that, and Delancey, watching her lean to leeward, noting the foam around her bows, found there were tears in his eyes. It was an odd weakness and one of which he was ashamed but he was applying his handkerchief to the lens of his telescope and was able to wipe his eyes while nobody was looking. His own ship, his to make or ruin, no mere fireship but a proper sloop of war. . . . He remembered that his duties included the education of young David Stock. Handing his telescope to the boy, he told him how to adjust it and then went on to instruct him:

“That is our ship, Mr Stock, the Merlin, a sloop of war. She has three masts, as you can see, and so is ship-rigged, just like a frigate. Had she only two masts she would be a brig but might still be rated as a sloop, smaller than a frigate but bigger than a cutter, which has only the one mast. Now can you tell me how she compares in size with a frigate?”

“She is smaller, sir, with eighteen guns to a frigate’s thirty-two or thirty-six.”

“That is almost right. She rates as an 18-gun sloop but actually mounts twenty-four, sixteen 6-pounders on her main deck, six 12-pounder carronades on the quarterdeck and two more on the forecastle. She was built at Frindsbury, measures 425 tons and is just over 108 feet long on the gun deck. What we call a sloop, by the way, the French call a corvette. And how many men should there be on board her?”

“A hundred, sir?”

“A hundred and twenty-one in theory and much the same, I believe, in fact. And for what work is she designed?”

“Fighting French corvettes, sir, and capturing enemy merchantmen.”

“If we are lucky, Mr Stock! More of our effort will go into protecting our own merchantmen, you’ll find.”

Delancey watched from the King’s Bastion until the Merlin dropped anchor and then, an hour later, went aboard, where he was greeted by the first lieutenant, Mr Waring, who, he knew, had once been master of a collier out of Sunderland. At a bellow from Waring the ship’s company stood to attention and doffed hats as Delancey read his commission. Then they were dismissed and Delancey had time to meet the other officers: Will Langford, master’s mate; Sam Bailey, the boatswain; Tom Helli-well, the gunner and Nathaniel Corbin, the carpenter.

There were two midshipmen, the senior being the Hon. Stephen Northmore, while the junior, Edward Topley, was generally regarded as more or less useless. Delancey was puzzled at first to find the son of a lord in a sloop rather than in a smart frigate of the larger (38-gun) class, with another aristocrat as captain. The boy, who could have been no more than eighteen, seemed bright, intelligent and pleasant, his personality as well as his birth clearly foreshadowed a quick promotion. It seemed, however, that the lad’s father, Lord Bleasdale, was impoverished and apparently in disgrace, cashiered from his regiment and expelled from Brooks’s following an incident at the card table. As merely the fourth son, young Northmore would inherit nothing but the breath of scandal, so that the Merlin offered him as good a berth, perhaps, as he could expect; one owed, apparently, to the fact that Delancey’s predecessor was distantly related to the boy’s mother.

The Merlin’s establishment provided for two lieutenants and the other one, filling a vacancy, reported for duty the following afternoon. He was a quiet young man called Nicholas Mather, slight and dark and had first gone to sea from Whitehaven. He was of Cumberland stock, his father being employed in the management of Lord Lowther’s estates. He was unmarried but a good brother to several sisters with whom he corresponded. He confessed to being a keen chess-player, a reader of poetry and a diarist. Within the next few days Delancey came to the conclusion that Mather was a very fine seaman and navigator, a perfectionist in his calling and a man to be relied upon in any weather.

The Merlin was in harbour for another ten days while her convoy assembled and Delancey had time to study his officers and men. Waring knew his trade as a seaman but his loud voice and blustering manner gave Delancey an odd impression of weakness. When stores were being shipped a barrel was lowered carelessly and was found to have started a leak following a bump on the hatch covering. “Who did that?” bellowed the first lieutenant. “Come here, that man—yes, you, Brown!—Didn’t you hear me say ‘handsomely’? Do that again and you’ll be flogged, sir! Don’t argue with me, sir! I saw what happened, Brown, and I’ve seen your carelessness before.” Witnessing the incident, Delancey knew that the seaman’s real name was Wilcox and that the delinquent had been another man called Withenshaw who was sniggering in the background. While he still had the deck, Waring went on to bawl at young Topley, calling him “Mr Bottomley” and looking to the seamen for a laugh. That Waring was a good man in some ways might be true but he was unimpressive as a disciplinarian and leader. He should have known every man’s name by now and he should have known better than to weaken what little authority Topley had. Looking back, Delancey could remember the difficulties of being a midshipman, ranking as a petty officer but seen as a potential lieutenant, knowing too little and yet responsible for much. Without some support from the commissioned officers the midshipman’s life was impossible. He decided, then and there, to put Topley in the larboard watch, where Mather would train him properly.

Watching when Mather had the deck, Delancey realised that he had in Mather an officer who knew every man in the ship. He took endless trouble in teaching Northmore the elements of navigation. Mather was wonderfully patient with men who were doing their best. “Better,” he would say quietly, “but not good enough. Now, Ainsworth, show them again how to do it. We must do it quickly but we must also do it right.” He came to be known as “Do-it-right” and Delancey could see that the larboard watch was improving all the time. Waring might bellow and bully, being called “Blaring” behind his back, but his men never seemed to improve. With Mather on board, Delancey began to have more confidence in the crew as a whole, knowing that any discontent or friction would be reported to him at once.

The Merlin left Gibraltar on February 20th with a convoy for Palermo. The thought had struck him, in the Admiral’s office, that Gibraltar is a sort of theatre. The same idea crossed his mind as he gave orders to weigh anchor. In bright sunshine with a stiff breeze, the Merlin’s manoeuvres would be clearly visible from the ramparts and office windows, from the foreshore and the lower town, from the upper batteries and from the ships at anchor. He had a wonderful opportunity to make a good impression but there could be no more public place in which to make an error. Taking charge of the deck, he shouted the orders through the speaking-trumpet: “Man the capstan! . . . Bring to! . . . Heave taut! Unbit! Heave round!” The capstan revolved as the petty officers shouted “Heave, my lads! Stamp and go!” They had been in shallow water and there soon came the cry from the forecastle “Anchor’s a-weigh!”—to which Delancey responded “Pall the capstan!” Now came Waring’s orders from forward: “Hook the cat!” “Haul taut!” “Away with the cat!” “Pass the stoppers!” At the right moment Delancey shouted “Haul taut and bitt the cable!” and then “All hands, make sail!” The sloop was alive with activity as Delancey called “Away aloft!”—”Man the topsail sheets!”—”Let fall—sheet home!” “Down from aloft!”—”Man the topsail halliards!”—”Haul taut!” and “Tend the braces!” With a few turns of the wheel the sloop was heading out of the bay, leaning gently to the breeze, her sails golden in the sunlight, the foam white round her stern. “Mr Northmore,” called Delancey, “signal the convoy to up anchor and make sail.” Without a pause he added “Mr Helliwell—one gun!” A quarterdeck carronade boomed out, the puff of smoke going downwind in the breeze and the sound re-echoed from the Rock. Slowly and clumsily the eight merchantmen put to sea and began to assume the formation which Delancey had explained to their skippers the evening before.

The convoy had formed line with the Merlin in station to windward. They would not be able to hold this formation for long, least of all after dark, but Delancey wanted to start the voyage with a flourish. He could not expect smart sail-drill from the merchantmen—they were undermanned for that sort of thing—but it was vital that they should be able to form line of battle. Seen from the Rock, the merchantmen looked like fat sheep being chevied by a well-trained collie. The trouble was that the ships were unequal to each other in speed, some clean and some foul below the waterline, some well manned and some with hardly a real seaman aboard. They began to straggle as the Rock fell astern and Delancey, who had gone below, could sense Waring’s exasperation as light began to fail. Sails were being backed and filled, signals were being made and repeated and guns were being fired at short and shortening intervals. Another gun spoke as he came on deck, the smoke streaming away to leeward. “Look at that damned floating haystack!” shouted Waring. “Did anyone ever see such a parcel of lubbers? Can’t they see? Can’t they read a signal?” The first lieutenant was beside himself and Delancey knew that the moment had come to intervene. “Mr Waring,” he said quietly, “signal the convoy to shorten sail. Heave to now until that last brig catches up.” The necessary orders were issued and the tension relaxed.

It was during this first voyage, that Delancey found his feet as a naval captain. He had so far suffered from a feeling of unreality, as if he were a boy pretending to be a man. The captains under whom he had served had been godlike and remote, saying little but knowing exactly what to do. Now he was himself a captain, commanding a real man-of-war, not an anachronistic fireship, and he felt at first neither remote nor godlike. It was with a great effort that he assumed the role, becoming less human, more silent, less accessible, more decisive. He made one or two minor mistakes—being too lenient, for example, with certain offenders—but he tried to avoid making the same mistake twice. All the time, moreover, he was working his crew up to a higher standard of gunnery and seamanship. It was a matter, as he found, of continual effort and thought. He had to study the work of each gun captain, deciding in each case of apparent failure, whether the man should be retrained, reprimanded, encouraged or replaced. He had to time the topmen in making or shortening sail. He had to know the exact state of the ship in terms of spare sails and cordage, provisions and water. He had to work out a tentative pattern of possible promotion. Who would take the boatswain’s place if he were killed? Who would be the next boatswain’s mate? Who was there to replace the sail-maker or cooper? In these and a hundred other ways Delancey was learning the captain’s art.

In the course of a gunnery exercise Mather reported to Delancey that Number Five Gun in the larboard battery was late again.

“How late?” asked Delancey.

“Forty seconds.”

“Any excuse?”

“No. They were thirty-seven seconds late last time.”

“So there is no improvement. I should say that Fuller has had his chance.”

“I could try again with him, sir.”

“No. You could improve their time up to twenty seconds. But forty? No. We need a new gun captain. Which crew is best? Number Three?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Very well, then. Shift Maclean to Number Five. Promote Samuelson as captain of Number Three and make Fuller his second.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

As the weeks went by men were trained and tested, promoted or replaced, the results being measured with a standard of performance and a standard time. “Do it right,” said Mather, “Hewitt—you can do better than that.”

“Hey, you, sir, at the yard-arm—are you asleep?” bawled Waring and Delancey noted that his first lieutenant’s coat seemed to be bursting at the seams. But how could he put on weight while at sea? It seemed that he could and did. Topley was putting on weight, too, but that was because he was happier in the larboard watch.

Delancey had his young gentlemen to dine with him in turn. Langford, the master’s mate, was competent, stolid and dependable but would never rise higher than lieutenant. Mr Midshipman Northmore was hampered by laziness but was potentially a good officer. Topley was a different boy since he had come under Mather’s influence. When Langford was asked to carve the joint Topley was now to be heard muttering “Do it right,” or “You, sir, at the yard-arm.” But the biggest change observable was in young David Stock, whose tongue-tied nervousness had disappeared and who had twice now been sent to the masthead for unheard-of insolence. David was in love with the sea and asked no more of life than canvas and hemp, knots and splices, blocks and tackle, sextant and log. But somewhere ahead lay a different test. The boy would some day have to kill the enemy. Langford would do that without the slightest hesitation, and so would Northmore; as ruthless as many another aristocrat, Topley had not even thought about it. As for David Stock, Delancey had his doubts. Boys grow into men but it was a hard fate which made Delancey teach youngsters what they had to be taught. Who was he to put cold steel into a mere child’s hands and say “Now, kill!” and yet that in the end was the message he had to convey among the commissioned officers. Waring might bawl and Mather might teach but his function, the captain’s function, was to kill and to see that others did the same. War was his trade and he knew no other.


Chapter Two

ESCORT


DELANCEY faced no crisis until a wild and wintry day in early April 1799. The Merlin was then escorting a convoy from Minorca to Leghorn, a motley collection of nine vessels, some quite small though a few of them might be regarded as valuable. The merchantmen were supposed to be in formation but had actually straggled in the approach to Corsica, the point of greatest danger since it was within easy reach of Toulon. The wind was southerly with low scudding cloud and gleams of sunshine alternating with heavy rain and the Merlin lay to windward of her convoy under shortened canvas. It was Mr Waring’s watch and Delancey was below when the look-out reported a strange sail. Young Northmore knocked at the cabin door a minute later. The boy made his errand consciously dramatic, his hand raised in salute, his eyes a-scare for adventure.

“Beg pardon, sir, Mr Waring’s compliments and there’s a ship in sight.”

Delancey was on deck in an instant with his telescope focused in the direction to which Waring pointed. The vessel sighted was not a ship but a brig, so much he could see, but she was hidden soon afterwards in a rainstorm.

“Well, what do you make of her?” he asked Waring.

“Can’t see very well but she’s not one of ours, sir.” Waring’s thoughts were very obvious. Here was a smaller opponent, offering a chance of promotion or prize-money.

“No, not one of ours. Send a good man to the mast-head and let me know when she is more nearly identified.”

An hour later came a new summons and this time with better information. Visibility had improved and the brig was near enough for careful study.

“She is French, sir,” said Waring eagerly. “A national brig corvette under British colours and heading so as to close with us. Shall I clear for action, sir?” Waring was no coward, as Delancey had to admit, but he was too red-faced, noisy and overfed, he had no brains and, above all, no sense of time. He might be inwardly excited himself but this was no moment to show it.

“Not yet, Mr Waring. We’ll pipe hands to dinner first; a little early if the cook can manage it. And please signal the convoy to close up on the leading ship.”

Delancey stared through his telescope again. Yes, a brig corvette of about fourteen guns, a smaller vessel than the Merlin with, obviously, a smaller crew. But what was her captain planning to do? He must have identified the Merlin as an 18-gun, ship-rigged sloop, too big an opponent for his corvette. Did he really mean to give battle? And if so, why? Even as Delancey watched, the corvette struck her red ensign and hoisted the tricolour. It would have made more sense if the Frenchman were steering so as to cut off the last straggler in the convoy but here, apparently, was a Frenchman spoiling for a fight. She would be within range in less than an hour, giving the Merlin’s crew time to finish their dinner, to which they now had been piped. Still mystified, Delancey paced the deck and stared at his opponent. What was the trick to be?

When dinner was finished, Delancey at last gave the order to clear for action and beat to quarters. The drum beat the rhythm of Hearts of Oak and the ship was instantly alive with ordered activity, every man having a task to be done at breakneck speed. Partitions were demolished and furniture tossed into the hold. Guns were loaded and run out with ammunition to hand and weapons for boarding. The decks were sanded and buckets of water placed between the cannon. Small-arms men raced up to the fighting tops with muskets and bandoleers. The midshipman’s berth was turned into an improvised hospital although the ship carried no surgeon. The sails were wetted with the fire engine to prevent them burning. The carpenter stood ready with plugs and stoppers, the gunner went to the magazine. There was no hint of confusion but only the scampering of feet and the continued throb of the drum which ended only when every man was at his battle station.

The French brig was just out of range, a sinister-looking craft as seen through the spray, evidently in very good order. Meanwhile, the wind was veering south-westerly, even westerly at times. The leading merchantman in the convoy had shortened sail and the laggards were crowding canvas to catch up. Moved by some instinct which he would have found it difficult to explain, Delancey came to a sudden decision. He decided not to accept the French challenge. His first lieutenant reached the opposite conclusion at the same instant.

“The wind is coming westerly, sir,” said Waring, “the enemy is no longer to windward of us.”

“Thank you, Mr Waring.”

“We could close the range, sir.”

“So indeed we could.”

“That corvette could be our pup-pup-prize within the hour!”

Delancey knew exactly what Waring wanted. The first lieutenant was stuttering and red in the face, his fingers drumming on the quarterdeck rail. Delancey remembered that Waring had a wife and a large family in Sunderland, more than he could well maintain on lieutenant’s pay. And now the man had seen his chance to better himself. After a successful action, the enemy brig captured, Delancey would be posted into a frigate and Waring would become captain of the Merlin. There would be a useful sum in prize-money and a useful paragraph in the Gazette: “The corvette was taken by a boarding party led most gallantly by the first lieutenant, her colours being hauled down fifty minutes after the action began. I am more particularly indebted to . . . etc. etc.” Delancey was himself tempted, heaven knows, but his decision had been made.

“Heave to, please.” The order was quietly given and it seemed for a long moment that the first lieutenant had failed to understand it.

“Heave to, sir?” he asked stupidly.

“If you please, Mr Waring.”

To heave to meant to back the foretopsail, making the sails act against each other and so bring the ship to a standstill. In this instance it meant increasing the range and refusing battle, the correct movement for protecting the rear of the convoy.

“Heave to, sir?” Waring had now taken in the full extent of the disaster. He looked to heaven for inspiration, looked at the helmsman, looked at young Stock, Delancey’s A.D.C., and finally, aghast, at his captain. His lips moved but he was lost for words.

“You heard me, Mr Waring, HEAVE TO!” The first words were uttered quietly, the last two fairly barked. Stung into action, Waring bawled the necessary orders. There was a flurry of activity as the foreyard was backed. There was a similar flurry on board the Frenchman, her crew just visible and her captain probably surprised. Both the French corvette and the convoy were still going ahead, the Merlin relatively losing ground.

The first lieutenant was plainly furious, muttering under his breath to the master’s mate, Langford, who was commanding the quarterdeck guns and who made no response of any kind. Delancey took no notice, watching the corvette to see what her reaction would be. He half expected her to follow suit but she held her course. Three minutes later the look-out hailed the deck. Another sail had been sighted, almost in the same direction as the corvette but some miles further away.

“Mr Langford,” called Delancey, “take a spyglass and tell me what more you can see from the main topmasthead.” Stolid as he might be, the young man was up the rigging in a flash, quick as a cat. He reached the deck again in five minutes.

“Another Frenchman, sir—a ship-rigged corvette—bigger than the one near to us. I glimpsed her for a moment and then she was lost again.”

“Thank you, Mr Langford. Make sail, Mr Waring!”

The foretopsail filled again and the sloop was once more under way.

His face like a thundercloud, Waring went forward to the forecastle, his proper station in battle, ostensibly to check the gun crews, actually so as to splutter in disgust to anyone who would listen—in this case, the boatswain and young Topley. Mather, who had been in the waist of the ship, came aft at this moment and touched his hat.

“Well, Mr Mather?” Delancey asked.

“Beg pardon, sir, a man in my watch believes that the nearer corvette is the Malouine, the other the Mouche. He says that they work together.”

“That I can well believe.”

“I should guess, sir, that the Malouine’s guns are loaded with chain-shot, bar-shot and canister.”

A ship normally engaged an opponent with round shot at close range, attempting to damage her hull, cause casualties and silence her guns. But when her captain had a different object, wanting to cripple his opponent and then break off the engagement, he would choose a longer range and would load with special ammunition designed to damage sails and rigging.

“No doubt of it,” replied Delancey, thinking that Mather was a man after his own heart—a man quick to understand the situation and draw the right conclusion. How he would shape in battle remained to be seen. It was clear, in the meanwhile, that he could use his brains.

Within the next hour or two the French corvettes forereached on the convoy and made off northwards while the crew of the Merlin stood down from their guns, put the ship to rights and resumed their ordinary routine. Delancey went below to write his report and Waring was free at last to express his disgust.

It was Mather’s watch but Waring remained on deck, looking longingly towards the French corvettes, each no more than a blur on the horizon. He swore to himself and hit the gunwale with the palm of his hand.

“I thought at one time, Mr Mather, that the corvette was as good as taken. We’ve lost our chance now!”

Mather was pacing the quarterdeck, looking now at the binnacle, now at the sails and now at the men who were replacing a broken ratline on the main shrouds. He paused near Waring and replied in a tone of hardly veiled contempt (didn’t the man understand even now?).

“There never was a chance. There was a trap, sir, and our captain refused to fall into it.”

“A trap? What d’you mean?”

“The Mouche followed the Malouine but so kept behind her that she was always hidden. If we had engaged the Malouine she would have fired at our rigging until we were crippled. After she had broken off the engagement, the Mouche would have sailed into the convoy, taking half of them before nightfall.”

All this was so obvious to Mather that he wondered still that any explanation should have been necessary. It was like talking to a disappointed child. Waring had taken his hat off and was twisting it in his hand as if it had been an opponent’s neck. When he spoke it was with a splutter of indignation.

“All very clever! The fact remains that we let the enemy escape. The crew must feel disgraced and those two corvettes will go on to play havoc somewhere else.”

“But our task is to protect this convoy.”

“Even if more valuable ships are afterwards taken in the Straits of Messina?”

“We are not responsible for what happens in the Straits of Messina. We have been ordered to bring these ships safely into Leghorn and that is what we are doing.”

“Obeying orders is all very well. There have been great admirals who could do better than that.”

“When we are admirals, sir, we may do the same.”

Alone in his cabin and alone with his thoughts, Delancey finished his report and signed it. There is a time to fight, he reflected, and a time to avoid fighting. He felt that he, personally, had passed a new test. Courage, he knew, is not enough. But what of his officers? So far from finding the answer, Waring had not even seen the problem. There still was this to be said for the man, that he had courage. He would have led the boarding party without thought of danger—all that was true. He had learnt his seamanship in a tough school, on board a collier out of the Tyne. He was a good man in some ways, but completely brainless.

Mather, by contrast, had instantly grasped the situation. He might not be a first-rate leader—Delancey rather doubted whether he was—but he certainly had brains. The pity was that Waring was the senior. Langford was a useful man, he thought, and Northmore a promising boy. He was uncertain as yet about Topley but gave him the benefit of the doubt. As for the crew as a whole, they were shaping very well. He asked Teesdale, very casually, what the crew thought of the recent encounter.

“Well, sir, there’s no gainsaying that they were disappointed at first, clearing for action, seeing the enemy and no action after all. Some of the younger men talked of running away and that. But the older men—seamen like Mike Garley and Nathaniel Taylor—properly put them in their place. They knew what the French game was and the rest came to see it in the end.” So it was as it should be—the veterans were teaching the rest. Apart from that, hard work was showing results. There could be no doubt about it, the Merlin was becoming a smart ship.

When he took her into Gibraltar the following week, once more under the eyes of so many critics, he thought that there was nothing to be ashamed of. If the Rear-Admiral should be watching, so much the better. In point of fact he had been watching, as became apparent when Delancey reported to him.

It was to the same office he came, where the quills were still scratching and where the clerks, to all appearance, might not have moved from their desks since he saw them last. The same flag-lieutenant ushered him into the inner office from the window of which he could glimpse the Merlin at anchor.

“I observe, captain, from the way you entered harbour, that you have a sense of style. Any adventures?” Delancey told him about the French corvettes.

“Malouine and Mouche? Yes, I’ve heard of them. You did well to let them alone. The question is—where are they now?”

“I’m told, sir, that they often cruise between Palermo and Tunis.”

“That is probably correct and that is where you may well see them again. For the next eastward-bound convoy will be carrying supplies and stores to our squadron on the coast of Egypt, with some other vessels bound for Malta and Cyprus. The convoy will be under the command of Captain Doyle of the Lapwing and he will be glad to have the Merlin as whipper-in. I should send another sloop if I had another but I don’t.”

“When do we sail, sir?”

“As soon as the last three storeships arrive from England; in two or three weeks’ time.”

Delancey made haste to call on Captain Doyle. The Lapwing he knew by sight, an old 28-gun 6th Rate, the smallest class of ship to justify a commander of post-rank. He found, however, that Doyle was in lodgings ashore, an elderly man who looked far from well. He was bedridden in a room above an apothecary’s shop, wearing a flannel nightgown and a nightcap, with a cup of tea at his elbow and an array of medicine bottles. Delancey repeated the instructions he had received.

“Glad to have your help, captain. I’ll be happy, however, when this voyage is over. I think it will be my last. I began on the lower deck and it took me a lifetime to reach post-rank. I haven’t been very active of late and the chief physician here thinks that I should retire soon—or should indeed have retired already. These pains in my back give me trouble and I have headaches as well when at sea, with an occasional touch of fever. I’m like the Lapwing herself, almost worn out.”

OEBPS/images/7.jpg
THE CHANNEL ISLANDS

JERSEY






OEBPS/images/8.jpg
OF
BISCAY
Maumusson:
0 5 10
—_—

MILES

THE BASQUE ROADS

Rochefort

(3

“Marennes






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/images/5.jpg
GIBRALTAR & NORTH AFRICA






OEBPS/images/6.jpg
MALTA & GOzZO

Gozo
@& Victoria

COMINO

S el ..

ino

Mdina<$






OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/images/1.jpg
Touch and Go





OEBPS/images/3.jpg
Touch
and Go

C. NORTHCOTE
PARKINSON

RICHARD DELANCEY NOVELS, NO. 4

MCBOOKS PRESS, INC.
ITHACA, NEW YORK





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/images/9781590130254_cover.jpg
The Richard Delancey Novels, No. 4

C. Northcote
PARKINSON

Touch and Go

pl\uthentin na\iéi duenture .. full of action.”
7T/l}e§:u§day Times of London
i\ :






