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Nautical Terms

Throughout the centuries, sailors have created their own language to describe the highly technical equipment and processes that they use to live and work at sea. This holds true in the twenty-first century.
When counting the number of nautical terms that I’ve used in this series of novels, it became evident that a printed book wasn’t the best place for them. I’ve therefore created a glossary of nautical terms on my website:
https://chris-durbin.com/glossary/
My glossary of nautical terms is limited to those that I’ve used in this series of novels, as they were used in the middle of the eighteenth century. It’s intended as a work of reference to accompany the Carlisle and Holbrooke series of naval adventure novels.
Some of the usages of these terms have changed over the years, so this glossary should be used with caution when referring to periods before 1740 or after 1780.
The glossary isn’t exhaustive, and a more comprehensive list can be found in Falconer’s Universal Dictionary of the Marine, first published in 1769. I haven’t counted the number of terms that Falconer has defined, but he fills 328 pages with English language terms, followed by a further eighty-three pages of French translations. It is a monumental work.
An online version of the 1780 edition of The Universal Dictionary (which unfortunately does not include all the excellent diagrams that are in the print version) can be found on this website:
https://archive.org/details/universaldiction00falc/
◆◆◆
 




Introduction
Britannia Resurgent
 
The end of 1757 marked a turning point for Britain’s global strategy. The execution of Admiral Byng in March had drawn some sort of a line under that ugly episode, and the navy was starting to be successful again, giving the British public faith in the eventual outcome of the war and the City the confidence to invest.
The Pitt-Newcastle ministry was formed in June 1757, a partnership which had seemed impossible only a short time before. It brought together several diverse parliamentary factions and created a stable government that could effectively implement Pitt’s war strategy. The ministry ended a period of dire political instability, because of which Britain had struggled to prosecute the war successfully. Pitt was a strong war leader with an outstanding grasp of strategy, but he lacked the support in parliament that was necessary to provide effective leadership. Newcastle, however, had a solid base of support in both houses and knew how to use it. Pitt directed the war strategy and foreign policy, while Newcastle controlled the nation's finances and patronage.
Pitt had a clear idea of what should happen next. He was happy to provide the finance for a Hanoverian and Prussian army to tie down the French in Germany and protect the King’s possessions without having to deploy British troops to the continent. At the same time, he used the Channel Fleet to threaten the French coastline and force the French to keep their army reinforcements on home soil. But his real aim was to isolate New France – Canada to the British – so that they could receive neither reinforcements nor supplies from France. He’d then employ a three-pronged attack along the St. Lawrence River, up the Ohio Valley and across the wilderness to Lake Ontario; to force the surrender of the French colonies.
Meanwhile, he would defend Britain from the threat of invasion and hold the French in the West and East Indies until he had the naval and military strength to start taking territory. For this he needed the ships that had been ordered at the beginning of the war to bring the Royal Navy up to strength, and that wouldn’t happen until later in 1758.
◆◆◆
 




Carlisle and Holbrooke
 
The year 1757 ended well for the two heroes of this continuing tale of adventure at sea in the mid-eighteenth century. Carlisle had distinguished himself in his frigate, Medina, surviving a hurricane in the Caribbean and saving from destruction a Spanish ship and its passengers, the governor of Spanish Florida and his family. Medina was ordered to take the governor to his capital at St. Augustine, a simple enough mission but for the efforts of some piratical villains from the governor’s past, who haunted the frigate on its journey through the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico.
However, Carlisle missed the culminating acts of the year, having been injured in the final battle with the Dutch pirates, which resulted in the capture of a fine ship-rigged sloop named Torenvalk, Kestrel in English. His first lieutenant, George Holbrooke, was given temporary command of Medina and it was under Holbrooke that the frigate took part in Forrest’s action off Cape François, where three British line-of-battle ships routed four French opponents. Despite beating the French and sending them back into the safety of their port, Forrest’s squadron was severely damaged and had to return to Port Royal for refit, leaving Medina alone to watch the enormous French convoy that was waiting at Cape François. When the convoy sailed in November, Holbrooke took two prizes in cooperation with a pair of British privateers and destroyed a large French frigate, running it aground on a deadly reef on the edge of the Bahamas.
Holbrooke returned to Port Royal to find his captain recovered and ready to resume command of Medina. He was expecting to slip back into the role of second-in-command of the frigate, but a fatality at the Battle of Cape François – a more senior lieutenant who had been promised a promotion – left the command of the newly-renamed Kestrel available. Admiral Cotes gave the sloop to Holbrooke and sent him to England with dispatches for the Admiralty.
Carlisle resumed command of Medina expecting to spend some time on the Jamaica Station with his wife who was established in a house in Kingston.
The story continues…
◆◆◆
 




Principal Characters
Fictional Characters
 
Commander George Holbrooke: Commanding Officer, Kestrel.
Lieutenant Charles Lynton: First Lieutenant, Kestrel.
Lieutenant Nicholas Deschamps: First Lieutenant, Kestrel.
Lieutenant Colin Treganoc: Officer Commanding Royal Marines, Kestrel.
Josiah Fairview: Sailing Master, Kestrel.
Stephen Varley: Master’s Mate, Kestrel.
Reverend John (David) Chalmers: Chaplain, Kestrel.
Jackson: Bosun, Kestrel.
Jacques Serviteur: Captain’s Servant, Kestrel.
Captain Edward Carlisle: Commanding Officer, Medina.
Colonel Reutter: Commander of the Austrian detachment at Emden
Major Hans Albach: Second in Command, Austrian detachment at Emden.
William Holbrooke: George Holbrooke’s father.
Ann Featherstone: Young lady.
◆◆◆
 
Historical Characters
 
Empress Maria Theresa: Sovereign of Austria and other countries, Holy Roman Empress.
Prince Ferdinand of Brunswick: Commander of the allied armies in Germany.
Duke d'Estrées: Commander of the French armies in Westphalia.
Admiral George Forbes: Lord Commissioner of the Admiralty.
Commodore Charles Holmes: Commander-in-Chief; Weser, Elbe and Ems.
John Clevland: Secretary to the Admiralty Board.
◆◆◆
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‘There is a tide in the affairs of men.
Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Omitted, all the voyage of their life
Is bound in shallows and in miseries.
On such a full sea are we now afloat,
And we must take the current when it serves,
Or lose our ventures.’
◆◆◆
 
Marcus Junius Brutus
(according to William Shakespeare)


Julius Caesar Act 4, scene 3.
◆◆◆
 




Prologue: Contraband
Thursday, Seventeenth of November 1757.
Hind, at Sea. The Western Ems Estuary.
 
The south-westerly wind bore the rhythmic sound of the waves beating upon the sandbars of Borkum, just five cables under the frigate’s lee. She was lying-to under a curious set of sails, her foresail drawing, and her main course backed, and there were no sails set above the tops. The group of men on the quarterdeck of the frigate were acutely aware of both the wind and the state of the tide; it was the end of the ebb, and soon the strong flood would sweep them inexorably into the estuary of the Ems river. There was little room for manoeuvre in this tiny channel, barely eight cables wide, and once the flood tide took them, they’d be unable to make the open sea again and must anchor somewhere up the channel and await the next ebb. On this dark afternoon at the back-end of autumn, the sun would set in three hours, and by then they must be gone from this precarious position.
Sir Richard Hughes, in command of His Britannic Majesty’s frigate Hind, was studiously ignoring his sailing master who in turn was studiously ignoring his captain. This wasn’t through any sort of mutual dislike, but each man knew that they had already stayed in the estuary longer than was prudent, and neither wished to admit it. The captain held his telescope to his eye, looking hopefully to windward, past the low outline of Rottum on the larboard bow. For Sir Richard was in a state of high frustration. He’d been ordered to this wretched coast to intercept the small vessels – bilanders, snows and busses for the most part – that were keeping the French army in Hanover supplied through their garrison at Emden. He’d been on the station for two weeks now but had achieved nothing. It was the geography of this coast that was defeating him. The supply vessels all came from the Dutch Netherlands, the Seven Provinces that stretched from the Austrian Netherlands all the way to the East Frisian border. When the weather was fair, and there was no British cruiser in the offing, the Dutchmen would leave the Zuiderzee by the deep, well-marked Texel passage and follow the chain of islands north and then east until they came to the Western Ems estuary, timing their arrival for the flood tide. However, with Hind cruising the coast they took the safer but slower inshore passage, between the shoreline and the Dutch islands, anchoring or taking the ground between the tides and moving eastwards on each flood tide. It was slower because the whole passage dried out twice a day as the tide receded, but no frigate could menace them in those neutral waters, and no captain of a British frigate would willingly hazard his ship in that uncertain littoral zone.
‘Mister Coggins,’ said Sir Richard, without turning around. ‘We’ll give it another twenty minutes and then make our offing.’
The master was used to his captain. They’d served together for a year, and had been moderately successful, taking two French privateers back in May, in company with Trident and Lowestoffe. But Coggins knew that wasn’t enough for his captain; Sir Richard thirsted for the success that would bring recognition in the Admiralty.
Coggins’ responsibility was to keep the frigate safe, and he knew that they could stay another twenty minutes, even though that was cutting it a little fine. They’d worked out this plan together. They couldn’t touch the supply vessels inside the chain of islands because that was clearly Dutch territorial water, and the Seven Provinces were neutral in this war. However, they knew that the masters of those ships could shave a day off the passage from the Zuiderzee by taking the offshore route. Time was money, and they’d gambled that if the Dutchmen didn’t see them for a few days, they’d risk the offshore passage in pursuit of a faster voyage and greater profit. Having studied the charts and the tides and used all the master’s experience to forecast the weather, they’d decided that today would be the day. Hind had withdrawn to the east for the two preceding days, to the Weser estuary, leaving the Dutch coast unwatched. They’d baited the trap and set the spring, and now they needed a mouse, but time was running out.
Five minutes passed, and the master noticed that the wind was dropping with the waning of the day, and it looked like it might veer into the west or even the north-west. Ten minutes, fifteen and no sign of a Dutchman. Sir Richard took a nervous turn to the taffrail and back. He caught the master’s eye and cleared his throat in preparation for the order that would send Hind back out into the cold wastes of the North Sea, leaving his plan unfulfilled. But the order was never given.
‘Deck there!’ shouted the lookout at the fore t’gallant crosstree. ‘Sail four points on the larboard bow! She looks like a two-masted Dutchman.’
‘Right on time,’ said the master, with deep satisfaction. ‘It’s too late for him to turn back now, the wind and tide won’t let him.’
‘Then lay the frigate a cable to windward of him, Mister Coggins,’ said Sir Richard, relieved that his plan had worked. In the confines of a frigate nothing was secret, and the people knew very well that their captain had invested half a week in this scheme. It wasn’t good for morale if he should be seen to fail too often.
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the master and he picked up his speaking-trumpet to give the orders that would set the topsails, the mizzen and the staysails.
‘Master Gunner,’ called Sir Richard. ‘Put a shot across her bows as soon as we’re in range.’
◆◆◆
 
Sir Richard watched as his longboat pulled the short distance back from the bilander. He’d sent his best master’s mate to investigate the ship’s inventory and destination, but in truth, she could hardly be sailing for anywhere other than Emden. There was nothing larger than tiny fishing villages in the remainder of the Ems Estuary, nor in the shallow, tidal saltwater lake called the Dollart at the head of the estuary. The only cargoes consigned to Emden were for the French garrison or d'Estrées’ army. Britain had taken steps to outlaw this trade carried out by neutral vessels, and it was odds-on that the Dutchman’s ship and cargo would be condemned under the current rather liberal interpretation of the Rule of 1756. So, it was with surprise that Sir Richard saw that the master’s mate was sat in the stern sheets when he should by rights be underway for Harwich.
‘I’ll see Mister Jensen in my cabin,’ he said as he stumped below, his ill-humour evident to everyone on the quarterdeck.
Five minutes later Jensen walked into the cabin with evident trepidation. He knew that he should by now be at the helm of the bilander, hard on the wind making his offing with the Dutch crew confined below decks.
‘Well, Mister Jensen, what do you have to say for yourself?’ Sir Richard was irritated at the return of his prize-master, but he also knew that his master’s mate was unlikely to have returned without a good cause; he was preparing for his lieutenant’s examination and very much needed his captain’s good word.
‘She’s a Dutchman, sir, last from Hoorn and bound for Emden with victualling supplies; beef, pork, bread and cheese and two tons of powder …’
‘Then why the devil are you here, and not half-way to Harwich?’ exclaimed Sir Richard, cutting across the younger man’s explanation. ‘That’s clearly a contraband cargo for the French army.’
‘Unfortunately, sir, her bill of lading shows her cargo consigned to a Colonel Reutter in the Austrian army at Emden and the master is insistent that it’s therefore not contraband. I thought it best to consult you, sir. I have the bill here.’ Jensen was between the devil and the deep blue sea. He knew that his captain was anxious to take a prize and impatient to be away from the coast before dark, but this talk of Austria had unsettled him. The Austrian Empire was far away and had no navy; Jensen – no student of current affairs – didn’t even know whether they were friends or enemies.
Sir Richard studied the bill of lading in the diffused light from the setting sun that seeped through the stern windows. It looked authentic. Naturally, it was in Dutch, but he knew enough of the language to get its meaning, and it did appear that the entire cargo was destined for a detachment of the Austrian army at Emden. He knew that Britain and Austria weren’t formally at war. They’d chosen opposite sides in this conflict, but Britain was conducting the war against France at sea and in its colonies, while Austria was almost exclusively engaged in the east against Prussia. There was no good reason for the forces of the two empires to meet, and they had no quarrel with each other; they had therefore taken the rational decision to refrain from a declaration of war. Presumably this detachment – if the bill of lading was true – must have come from the Austrian Netherlands, that odd buffer state between France and the Dutch Netherlands. The Austrian garrison must be of significant size – a battalion or more – to require the whole cargo of this substantial vessel.
Now here was a pretty conundrum. If this was merely a ruse and there was no Austrian battalion at Emden, then he’d look foolish and would undoubtedly have to answer to their Lordships for letting this cargo slip between his fingers to sustain the French army through the winter. On the other hand, if he sent the bilander into Harwich for a prize court to determine its fate, and if they decided to send it on its way, then he could be personally liable at law for the loss of earnings that the vessel incurred. There had already been several disputes over the application of the Rule of 1756, which in its current interpretation allowed captains to take as prizes any neutral vessels carrying cargoes for the King’s enemies. He turned and gazed out of the stern windows at the Dutchman, lying easily under backed topsail just a cable to leeward. There was need for haste because the wind was veering into the west as the master foretold and with a flooding tide it would be difficult to claw off the coast.
‘Very well, Mister Jensen,’ he said with as much stoicism as he could muster. ‘Return to the bilander, retrieve the prize crew and wish the master a safe voyage with my compliments. I’ll keep the bill of lading, it may interest their Lordships. If the master asks for its return, pretend you don’t understand; he may damn well whistle for it.’
◆◆◆
 




1: Chance Encounter
Wednesday, Fourteenth of December 1757.
Kestrel, at Sea. Scillies East-Northeast 150 leagues.
 
George Holbrooke stared into the blackness to leeward. Somewhere out there, he was sure, the vast French convoy would be running before this westerly gale, as they had been when he’d glimpsed them just before the light faded on the previous evening. It was still an hour before sunrise, and the low cloud had killed any chance of a pre-dawn glow to illuminate the enemy. They could be much closer than he’d calculated; they could be just a couple of miles away, to be revealed with the dawn, too close for comfort. He had no ambitions to interfere with the convoy, it was too large and too well-protected, and in any case, he was carrying dispatches from Port Royal to the Admiralty in London and therefore charged with making the fastest passage possible. Holbrooke knew that the rule wasn’t absolute; for instance, if he’d met a lone French merchantman, he’d be forgiven – praised even – for taking a prize, so long as the delay was merely a matter of a few hours. No, the lookouts were straining to see the French convoy so that Kestrel could avoid it. With any luck, it would be to the south of the sloop’s planned track, and he wouldn’t have to change course.
Holbrooke knew this convoy well. He’d watched it leave Cape François on Saint Domingue’s northeast coast a month ago while in temporary command of the frigate Medina. He’d followed the French into the chokepoint of the Caicos Passage and distracted the escorts at the rear while two British privateers had taken handsome prizes. As a finale, he’d destroyed the French forty-four-gun L’Outarde on the reefs of Great Inagua Island. Since then he’d returned to Port Royal in Medina and in a whirlwind four days had been commissioned into Kestrel as her master and commander and sent home to England bearing news of the previous month’s victory at Cape François and the convoy’s departure. When he’d last seen the whole convoy in the Caicos Passage, the escorting ships-of-the-line had been stationed in the van, leaving the frigates to look after the rear. It was a wise deployment of the French commander’s forces, keeping his main strength concentrated to respond to a determined attack. However, it did leave the rear exposed and with such a large convoy – forty-one merchantmen, four ships-of-the-line and two frigates when Holbrooke had last seen them – communication between the van and the rear was necessarily difficult.
Holbrooke, therefore, hadn’t been looking for the convoy. Quite the opposite in fact; but there was an inevitability about their meeting. The winds and currents of the sea determined the routes across the vast oceans and the courses from the Caicos Passage for the English Channel and for Brest were almost identical. Moreover, the convoy could only proceed at the pace of the slowest merchantman, and even with its ten-day head start, the French West Indiamen were so slow that Kestrel could easily have overhauled them.
The French commander de Kersaint knew only too well and from bitter experience that any stragglers would soon be snapped up by a British cruiser or privateer. The French economy badly needed the injection of hard cash that would come from this rich cargo, and every ship-load would count. He had no choice but to make this painfully slow progress across the Atlantic.
Holbrooke’s problem was to avoid getting entangled with the convoy’s escorts while making the fastest passage possible to Portsmouth. But for now, he didn’t know exactly where they were in relation to Kestrel, and that information was critical in determining the course he should steer.
‘Masthead!’ shouted the first lieutenant, tilting his head to the complexity of wooden spars, sails and rigging that stretched away into the upper darkness. ‘What do you see?’
‘Nothing sir,’ came the disembodied reply. ‘It’s pitch-black to leeward still.’
Holbrooke looked on with approval. Charles Lynton knew that it was good policy to occasionally remind the lookouts of their duty, particularly when they were invisible from the quarterdeck. He also knew that it was best to save the captain from the need to intervene so that his weight of authority was reserved for when it was really needed.
It was a sparsely-manned quarterdeck, even for a sloop. Admiral Cotes at Port Royal had given Charles Lynton an acting commission and appointed him first lieutenant of Kestrel, and he’d moved a reasonably-experienced master’s mate into the sloop. However, there was no unemployed warranted sailing master available in all the Jamaica station, so the responsibility for navigation rested on Holbrooke’s shoulders. It made the unabridged, archaic wording on his letter of appointment a fact: Master and Commander. Holbrooke didn’t really mind as he felt quite confident in fixing the ship’s position in the emptiness of the North Atlantic, and he knew the southwestern approaches to the channel well enough. He could even take Kestrel to anchor at Spithead in safety, although he’d prefer to embark a pilot if he had to sail right into the harbour. The lack of a specialist navigator could be tolerated, but it left him short-handed in experienced officers-of-the-watch, and it was hard on Charles Lynton who had to keep a watch as well as manage the ship.
In consequence, the few officers who populated the quarterdeck were dog-tired. Lynton had been on deck since midnight with only two hours of sleep before coming on watch, and the master’s mate was hardly in a better state. Holbrooke hadn’t left the deck all night; not with this skeleton team and so close to an overwhelming enemy force. Perhaps that’s why he’d been lured into so badly underestimating his enemy, or maybe it was the string of successes that he’d experienced against the French navy in his previous two frigates. Whatever the reason, when the urgent hail came from the masthead, it smashed through his complacency like a jet of icy water.
‘Sail! Sail on the larboard quarter!’
◆◆◆
 
Even before he turned, Holbrooke knew what he’d see. Hubris leads to Nemesis, his previous captain was fond of saying, and that was precisely the situation. It took only a quick glance. He didn’t need the telescope to confirm his worst fear: he’d been outwitted. Kestrel must have been seen last evening by one of the French frigates as she was silhouetted against the setting sun. That frigate – either Sauvage or Licorne, they were almost twins – had reported to the escort commander and had been ordered to set a trap. Or perhaps her captain had taken it upon his own initiative. Either way, the frigate must have stretched away to the north and spent the night under bare poles waiting for Kestrel to pass her. So here they were, trapped between the convoy and a fast French frigate. Kestrel’s sixteen six-pounders against her opponent’s thirty-two eight-pounders. They were hopelessly outmatched.
‘Helm up, Quartermaster,’ snapped Holbrooke. ‘Put the wind on your starboard beam.’
There was only one way out of this, and that was to reach to the south as fast as they could. The Frenchman was almost certainly the speedier ship, particularly in this gale, but at least Kestrel could have the wind on her beam. In this sea, the larger ship would have a decided advantage if the wind was on her bow, while by reaching they’d be more nearly equal. Southward it must be, but that would place the French frigate and the convoy between the sloop and her destination. Kestrel would have to work around to the west and then turn east when the danger had passed, but meanwhile, with a week to go to the solstice, they had only eight hours of daylight to survive, and until Holbrooke had a better plan, south was undoubtedly the right course.
The two steersmen leaned back on the tiller, their feet gripping the battens that had been fastened to the deck for just this purpose, and Kestrel came swiftly to starboard. With the hollow sea at the tail-end of this winter gale, and with the wind squarely on her beam, the sloop pitched and rolled alarmingly. Holbrooke and Lynton exchanged glances. The same waves were hitting both the frigate and the sloop – the Frenchman had turned south in pursuit of Kestrel – but the much larger frigate was sailing quite comfortably while Kestrel was labouring badly and the strain on her weather shrouds was intense. It only took a few minutes to confirm that they were being overtaken by their faster pursuer.
‘This won’t do Mister Lynton,’ said Holbrooke. He was furious with himself for allowing the French captain to out-think him. He knew that he should have guessed that he’d been seen and with such a strong escort de Kersaint could afford to detach one of his frigates to set a trap. Now he had some hard decisions to make. In the eight hours of light that was left to the Frenchman, Kestrel had to keep out of range of her eight-pound guns. The best way to achieve that was to put the wind on the sloop’s quarter where the frigate’s speed advantage would be minimised; that would require a course of south-east or thereabouts. However, there were two disadvantages with that heading: first, it was the wrong direction for the Channel and would add at least a day to their passage, possibly more if the wind veered after the gale had blown out, which was quite likely, and secondly, it would take Kestrel dangerously close to the French convoy which would surely be in sight soon. The French frigate was blocking any escape to the north and west.
‘Deck ho!’ shouted the masthead lookout, as though he’d read Holbrooke’s thoughts. ‘Sails two points for’rard of the larboard beam, lots of ‘em. It looks like the convoy, sir.’
‘Very well,’ answered Holbrooke, his voice cracking as he projected his reply up to the masthead in the teeth of the gale. ‘Let me know when you identify the men-of-war.’
Sighting the convoy changed nothing, it just confirmed what he already guessed. The French ships were a little further north than he’d expected, but that merely tightened the noose on Kestrel. It made the sloop’s present heading even more certainly correct, in the circumstances. If they could only stay ahead of the Frenchman until dark, he could escape into the sanctuary of the night. Holbrooke could see that it was possible; they were being overtaken, but only slowly. When the light faded at the end of this day they could be fighting for their lives, or equally they could be sailing away into the friendly southern darkness.
‘Deck Ho! I can see another frigate to larboard, sir. She’s to the south of the merchantmen. I can’t see the ships-of-the-line yet.’
‘Who’s the lookout Mister Lynton? I don’t recognise the voice.’
‘It’s Shepherd, sir, if you please,’ replied the first lieutenant.
That was useful to know. Shepherd was an old Medina. He’d seen this convoy and escort as it left Cape François heading for the Caicos Passage. He could be trusted to recognise the second frigate, the twin, very nearly, of the one that was pursuing them.
‘Captain sir,’ shouted Shepherd again. ‘Can I come down to report?’
Holbrooke wondered what on earth the lookout could have to say that he couldn’t shout from the masthead. It wasn’t like Shepherd to shirk his duty, so it must be something important.
‘Send up a relief Mister Lynton.’
Shepherd slid down the backstay and arrived on the quarterdeck looking as though he’d just stepped from a fixed staircase; he was hardly out of breath. Holbrooke was confident aloft, but he knew that he could never achieve the sangfroid of these experienced topmen. Shepherd was a self-assured man of about twenty, and he wasn’t overawed by the gentry of the quarterdeck. In Medina, he’d been thought to be close to crossing the invisible border into insubordination, but a sloop was a very different matter to a frigate and discipline was necessarily less strict.
‘Begging your pardon, sir,’ said the topman, knuckling his forehead as he swayed easily to the motion of the ship. ‘I’m almost certain that the frigate to windward is the same one that was guarding the tail of the convoy back in the Windies. I can just see her white stripe above the gunports.’
Holbrooke considered the sailor carefully. They were about the same age and as boys wouldn’t have been so far apart in social class. It was the commander’s good fortune that his father had obtained him a place in the naval academy at the same time as Shepherd was volunteering as a landsman in the fourth-rate Canterbury. Otherwise, their positions could easily have been exchanged; Holbrooke had no illusions about superior intelligence or any other supposed virtue that separated them. It was just the chance of birth.
‘You’ve good eyesight then Shepherd?’
‘Aye, sir. The best in the ship I reckon.’
‘Thank you,’ said Holbrooke. ‘If your eyesight is so good then I need you back at the masthead.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the able seaman with a grin as he turned and ran forward to ascend the starboard shrouds.
‘If that’s Sauvage, then we know she’s game, Mister Lynton. It took a signal from the flag to recall her to her duty the last time she chased us. Of course, her captain doesn’t know he’s up against you and I again, and perhaps we can use that to our advantage.’
‘Aye, sir,’ replied the first lieutenant. ‘It’s unlikely that he’ll ever have seen this sloop before, either as Torenvalk or Kestrel.’
‘The second frigate will be Licorne,’ Holbrooke added. ‘Her captain was much less enterprising when we last met.’
Holbrooke stood right aft against the taffrail holding the backstay against the wild lurching as the sloop ran across the sea. It was none of his business to engage a thirty-two-gun frigate, and nobody would think the worse of him for declining to fight. He had a fair chance of keeping his distance from Sauvage until nightfall, and in this weather, with a convoy to protect, the frigate would surely haul off and rejoin the escort. But Holbrooke was also very much aware that he was being pushed to the south when his fastest heading for the Channel and Portsmouth was somewhat to the north of east. If he let the frigate chase him for the next eight hours, he could be a whole day late – or more – in delivering his dispatches.
There was another factor, one that he couldn’t even share with his first lieutenant, although Lynton must be able to guess his line of thinking. Holbrooke was an acting commander; he’d been promoted by the commander-in-chief of the Jamaica Squadron, but his commission was subject to confirmation by their Lordships. It was the talk of Port Royal at the time because Holbrooke had only been a lieutenant for less than eighteen months and there was a strong suspicion that he’d been commissioned below the minimum age. There were far more senior men waiting for this opportunity. He was proud of his rapid advancement, but it did leave his promotion vulnerable to being rescinded. If he were deemed to have failed in his first mission – to deliver the dispatches in a timely manner – then that would be all the excuse that their Lordships needed. The most cursory examination of Kestrel’s logbook would reveal the truth about this unfortunate delay.
There must be a host of senior lieutenants – many with political or family connections – who were ready for the step up to the command of a sloop and the rank of commander that went with it. If he failed today – if he was pushed far to the south and consequently delivered his dispatches later than he should – then it would take a miracle for his promotion to be confirmed. He’d be back as a very junior lieutenant, posted as fourth or fifth of a ship-of-the-line and waiting his turn for another chance to prove himself fit for command. This war wouldn’t last forever, and it was an even chance that he’d still be a lieutenant when it ended. That was a very unappealing future.
◆◆◆
 




2: A Calculated Risk
Wednesday, Fourteenth of December 1757.
Kestrel, at Sea. Scillies East-Northeast 150 leagues.
 
Holbrooke studied the sky and the set of Kestrel’s sails. ‘What does Licorne bear now Mister Varley?’ The master’s mate was new, an unknown quantity, having joined them in Port Royal during the frantic few days that Kestrel was being made ready for an Atlantic passage. Varley was somewhat older than Holbrooke and looked to be in his mid-twenties. Evidently, he’d been either unlucky or insufficiently gifted for his previous captains to send him for the lieutenant’s examination, or perhaps he’d tried and failed. On the quarterdeck he had a reserved, defensive manner, as though he’d learned the hard way not to draw attention to himself. Holbrooke could sense Varley’s indecision. He should have followed the conversation between Holbrooke and Shepherd and then he’d know the identity of the two enemy ships that were closest to them, but he hadn’t done so. The quartermaster saved him by tilting his head to leeward at the ship that was clearly visible only three miles away. He crouched down beside the binnacle and squinted along the compass.
‘East-by-north, sir,’ he replied. ‘The bearing’s drawing aft.’
At least the man had the intelligence to add the supplementary information. It was obvious that the frigate’s bearing would be moving to the left as Kestrel hurried south, but it was as well to encourage full reporting, then it would be second nature in the confusion of battle.
‘Very well Mister Varley.’
Holbrooke clung to the weather backstay for a few more seconds. He ignored Lynton who was trying to disguise the fact that he was watching his captain with interest. The lieutenant had a good idea of what was occupying him; anyone could see that they were being forced off their course. Holbrooke took another look at the convoy to leeward to confirm what he already knew. Licorne was holding a position to the south of the convoy, and she’d allowed herself to move ahead of the last few merchantmen, probably because it was Sauvage’s duty to guard the rear. That would do.
‘Quartermaster, up helm, put us before the wind,’ he snapped.
Kestrel yawed alarmingly as she swung off the wind and Holbrooke took the full force of the breaking crest of a roller that would have slipped quietly under their keel had they maintained their course. He wiped the salt water off his face; it was surprisingly warm compared with the wind that tore across the deck.
‘Quartermaster, you see the two French merchantmen at the tail of the convoy? Take me between them.’
The quartermaster was another new man, but he appeared competent. At least he didn’t show any surprise at Holbrooke’s order. He nudged the steersman who eased the tiller to starboard, putting the gale fine on the sloop’s starboard quarter.
Kestrel’s manoeuvre caught Sauvage unawares, and it was a few minutes before the chasing frigate reacted, but soon she too bore away and set a course to intercept the sloop. Holbrooke watched her carefully. If the Frenchman had placed himself to the north of the convoy, then Holbrooke would have to abandon this bold manoeuvre. He still had time to turn south and evade Licorne, but he was gambling that Sauvage would be aggressive and seek to chase Kestrel, even into the heart of the convoy. And that was just what Holbrooke wanted.
‘Mister Lynton!’ called Holbrooke to his first lieutenant who was busily checking that his guns were ready for action. ‘A word with you, if you please.’
Lynton joined Holbrooke beside the mizzen shrouds where a small piece of canvas lashed to the lanyards served as a weather cloth and gave them some relief from the unpredictable spray that came in capfuls over the starboard quarter.
‘That fellow,’ Holbrooke pointed to larboard at Sauvage, ‘intends to push us to the south if he cannot come up with us. If he does that and plays the game through, then we’ll be forced into the Bay, and we’ll have Ushant between us and home. That’s the best case, the worst is that he catches us. But even if we escape to the south, with this wind, we could be delayed by days. That’ll never do, so I’m going to take Kestrel right through the rear of the convoy and dare those frigates to follow me.’
Lynton nodded. Holbrooke’s plan was indeed bold. It would create chaos where the Frenchman – with their greater firepower and stronger timbers – wanted order and certainty. His captain had an eye for evening the odds and a gambler’s acceptance of a calculated chance.
‘Have both batteries ready, and when you’ve fired off the round-shot, you can reload with chain. I’ve no intention of fighting that frigate, but if we get a chance to disable her, so much the better,’ said Holbrooke.
‘And if we can dismast one of those West Indiamen, it may impede the frigate,’ added Lynton, ‘and force the escorts to protect it.’
‘Just so, just so,’ replied Holbrooke, distractedly. His mind was busy calculating the best way to exploit this dynamic situation: the wind, the steady swell from the west with its crests whipped off by the dying gale, the actions of the convoy and the reactions of the two frigates. He could predict the first two, the wind and the sea, and he could be reasonably confident of the actions of the French merchantmen. The frigates were a different case. Their movements would be determined by their captains who had a host of conflicting motivations: duty, personal gain, revenge, their reputation. But Holbrooke knew that he held the initiative. In the end, the French captains would have to react to whatever he did next, and that gave him an edge.
◆◆◆
 
‘Deck there,’ shouted Shepherd from the masthead. ‘The frigate on our starboard bow hasn’t altered course, she’s still on the starboard quarter of the convoy.’
Three captains in four would have resented that call. Holbrooke hadn’t asked for the information and Shepherd wasn’t reporting a change, merely that nothing had changed. But Holbrooke realised that the lookout had understood what was in his captain’s mind and was offering information that he thought would be helpful, and he was right. Licorne couldn’t be seen from the deck, and it was vital to know if she left her station to join her sister ship in pursuing Kestrel. Most likely Licorne’s captain had decided that Sauvage could handle the situation and was content to keep a watch to the south in case any other British cruisers or privateers should appear.
‘Mister Varley, run up to the masthead and tell Shepherd that I appreciate his reports and he’s to keep me informed of Licorne’s movements.’
Holbrooke watched as Varley ran to the main shrouds. The master’s mate may have been older than most, but he showed his confidence aloft in the way that he sped lightly up the ratlines to the maintop, easily negotiating the futtock shrouds and continuing to the topmast head. He must have a lot of sea-time under his belt; more than Holbrooke for sure. If he was frustrated in his ambition to gain a King’s commission, he’d at least used his time well in developing the more physical arts of a seafarer.
‘Sauvage is still drawing aft, sir,’ said Lynton, squinting along the compass in its oaken binnacle. ‘It looks like she’s determined to follow us into the convoy rather than trying to cut us off.’
Holbrooke nodded curtly, the tension showing on his face. The captain of Sauvage was making an assumption – a fateful one he hoped – that Kestrel would use the convoy for protection and await her chance to make a break to the north. The Frenchman had decided that he didn’t want to play cat-and-mouse in the middle of this, France’s largest and richest convoy of the year, and was determined to pursue the British sloop and make a rapid end of her. Of course, he had the advantage of the wind which hadn’t shifted from the west even as the gale was subsiding and he could cover any move that Kestrel made. But Holbrooke had other ideas.
Picking up the speaking trumpet he called down to the waist. ‘Stand by to wear ship, hands to sheets and braces, brail the mizzen.’
‘Helm down, quartermaster,’ he said, restraining the impulse to shout. It was important that the quarterdeck should be a haven of calm for the next phase of his plan. ‘Steer for the bows of that merchantman,’ and he pointed to the lonely French West-Indiaman, straggling on the larboard flank of the convoy.
Kestrel plunged in the swell as her stern came through the wind and a more massive wave burst against the taffrail, soaking Holbrooke and the quartermaster in a spray of salt water.
Holbrooke was absorbed in the manoeuvre, ensuring that Kestrel was settled on her new course. It would be at least thirty minutes before they could open fire on the merchantman – for that is what he intended – and it was vital that Kestrel should minimise that time, for Sauvage would certainly be overhauling them. What would the master of that West Indiaman be thinking? Would he try to evade Kestrel and risk losing his already precarious position in the convoy? Or would he plod along and trust to Sauvage to reach him before much damage was done? Holbrooke looked around the horizon. The approaches to the English Channel looked at their desolate worst, a wasteland of grey sea and grey sky, with a wind that was tearing at the tops of the swells and blowing them away to leeward in white streamers. The visibility was less than five miles and reducing in every squall that swept through from the west. Did the master of that French West Indiaman even know where he was? Probably he had a good idea of his latitude, but almost certainly he was relying upon de Kersaint’s navigation for his longitude, to avoid coming upon the coast of France in the darkness. Most likely he didn’t know whether Brest was a day away or four days, even if he knew that Brest was the convoy’s destination. In a moment of clairvoyance, Holbrooke became convinced that the French master, for a host of reasons, would curse his bad luck at being singled out by the pestilential British sloop, but he’d do nothing to lose his place in the convoy. He’d have to suffer one or two broadsides at worst, but Sauvage would save him before any real damage would be done.
‘Deck there,’ shouted Shepherd. ‘Sauvage is almost in our wake, she’s wearing now, following us.’
‘Thank you, Shepherd,’ replied Holbrooke through his speaking trumpet.
Things were moving fast now, and Kestrel was rapidly coming up on the merchantman at the tail of the convoy. Holbrooke looked back to check the position of the French frigate. She was neatly in the sloop’s wake, which now put her a little to leeward, so the first part of the plan was working.
‘Mister Lynton. Run out the starboard battery and close the larboard ports. Then come aft for a moment if you please.’
‘Quartermaster, yaw a little to starboard once the guns are showing, let the Frenchman see our battery.’
Lynton walked the short distance back towards the quarterdeck. There was no ladder to climb because in common with most ship-rigged sloops of this size, the Dutch builders had given her a flush upper deck so that the quarterdeck and fo’c’sle were honorary names only, with no real demarcation from the waist. It gave Holbrooke’s command a wonderfully democratic feel.
‘I’m letting the Frenchman see our guns run out to starboard, Charles,’ he said in the near-privacy of the space in front of the taffrail. ‘He’ll assume that we’re planning to pass astern of the merchantman,’ Holbrooke inclined his head to the French West Indiaman only half a mile ahead, ‘so have all the crews attend to the starboard battery but when I give the word let them run out and engage to larboard.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ Lynton replied and turned to give his orders, but Holbrooke held his arm.
‘It’s important that the Frenchman believes we’re planning to rake the merchantman from astern, Charles.’ Holbrooke looked at the dog-vane. ‘The wind’s veering as this gale weakens so he’ll place himself to windward, on our larboard side. Remember, when I give the word, run out the larboard battery, and reload with chain after the first broadside.’
Lynton walked deliberately forward to the nominal waist where his gun crews were busy preparing the starboard battery. Between them, Carlisle and Holbrooke had cured him of running from place to place. It really wasn’t necessary to move fast in such a small ship, and the men were always disturbed by the sight of an officer apparently losing his equanimity. It was always better to walk unless, of course, boarders were called, or the ship took fire.
Holbrooke could clearly see the men clustered at the taffrail of the merchantmen. As he watched, a man who looked like the ship’s master gave a sideways gesture with his arm, and they all moved forward, leaving the steersman and the master as the only men remaining to face Kestrel’s fire. Little did they know of Holbrooke’s plan.
Looking over his shoulder, Holbrooke could see that Sauvage was moving to windward. Really, that was the correct thing to do to both protect the merchantman and cut off Kestrel’s escape to the north. Looking to starboard, Holbrooke could see that Licorne hadn’t changed her station at all; she was still on the starboard quarter of the convoy, to leeward now, but she would no doubt leave her station to intercept Kestrel if Holbrooke attempted to escape in that direction.
◆◆◆
 
Closer and closer. Holbrooke could now see the whole sweep of the merchantman’s deck. Apart from the master and steersman, there was no sign of her crew; they had all taken cover below decks. If he’d been really intending to rake the merchantman’s stern – the obvious and most effective manoeuvre – he’d have to draw right up on her quarter until his bowsprit overlapped her taffrail before ordering the helm put down to deliver the deadly weight of Kestrel’s broadside. Sauvage was now half a mile to windward ready to pounce, whatever Kestrel did after that first broadside. Holbrooke was watching intently, every sense attuned to the slightest change in the situation.
‘Deck Ho!’ came the urgent call from Shepherd. ‘I can see the crew of the merchantman creeping to their sail-handling stations, keeping really low like they don’t want us to see.’
Yes! Now he could see them, furtive figures taking halyards and sheets in hand. They must be planning to spill their wind and frustrate Kestrel’s turn under their stern. That would be a shrewd move if Holbrooke had indeed planned the raking manoeuvre. If they had guessed at his real intent, their most dangerous move would be to turn hard to starboard and run aboard the sloop, then wait for the frigate to come up and force Kestrel to strike. As it was, the Frenchman was playing into Holbrooke’s hands.
‘She’s letting her sheets fly and dropping her tops’ls, sir,’ shouted Shepherd.
Sure enough, the orderly press of sail was reduced in an instant to an unruly mass of flogging canvas and topsail yards slamming against their masts. The merchantman’s speed dropped off fast, and Kestrel started to race up her starboard side. The French master looked back at Kestrel to see the result of his stratagem. Holbrooke could see the consternation written on his face as Kestrel moved menacingly up his starboard side, then he saw the consternation turn to alarm as the guns were run out on the sloop’s larboard side.
‘Fire as you bear, Mister Lynton,’ called Holbrooke. He was in half a mind to spare the merchantman. All Kestrel’s broadsides could achieve was death, maiming and destruction; there was very little chance of the vessel being destroyed and no chance of it being taken. But he knew that he had to harden his heart. Any loss of the value of the French cargo was a useful gain for Britain, and the French were so short of experienced sailors that the elimination of even a handful would be of value. And of course, if the Frenchman was crippled the whole convoy would be delayed, or she’d be left behind to become prey for one of the many British privateers cruising in the waters off Ushant and the Bay of Biscay.
Half of Kestrel’s eight larboard six-pounder balls slammed into the French hull at short range. Their effect was hardly impressive, but Holbrooke could see gaps in the gunwales, and a blur of movement around the tiller as at least one of the steersmen was brought down.
‘Chain shot!’ shouted Lynton to his excited men. ‘Quoins out and aim for the tops. A bottle of kill-devil to the gun that brings down a topmast.’
‘Quartermaster, we’ll run past her and cross her bow close hauled on the larboard tack. When the frigate comes down on us, we’ll tack under her bow. Do you understand?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘Yes sir, we’ll need some distance from her bow.’
‘There goes her fore-topmast,’ shouted Shepherd, ‘and it’s dragging at her main topmast. There she goes,’ he cried excitedly as the once trim ship became floating wreckage.
The larboard battery was firing smoothly, each gun captain pressing his linstock to the priming pan as soon as his gun was ready and pointed. They’d achieved three broadsides; one of round-shot and two of chain, and still Sauvage was fighting to get into position. The merchantman was no longer under command and was turning fast to larboard as her mizzen, which should have been brailed by now, caught the dying gale and without the leverage of her fore-topsail and headsails, forced the ship’s head into the wind. They’d taken casualties too. There was no-one at the helm, and the few men that could be seen on deck were scurrying to find the best shelter. One brave, rational soul ran aft and slashed at the ensign halyard with his knife. The white of France came rushing down, but there was no chance of Kestrel taking possession, and with Sauvage still very much in the fight, all Holbrooke could do was continue pounding her.
‘Where’s Sauvage now?’ shouted Holbrooke to the masthead. The gunsmoke was making it impossible to see much beyond the stricken merchantman.
‘She’s coming down on us fast, sir. Four cables to windward of the merchantman and she’ll be able to engage us in five minutes.’
This was working better than Holbrooke had anticipated.
‘Bosun, get the men to their sail-handling stations. I’ll be bringing her about in two minutes.’
The sound of the bosun’s call penetrated through the din of battle, and two men from each gun ran to their allotted stations.
‘Helm a-lee quartermaster,’ called Holbrooke. ‘Mister Lynton. Stand by the larboard battery.’
Kestrel butted her way through the eye of the wind, and her bowsprit cleared the merchantman’s taffrail by less than fifty feet.
‘Hold your fire Mister Lynton. The frigate will be your next mark as we clear the merchantman.’
He was privately happy to spare the merchantman any further destruction; she’d done Kestrel a valuable service in being the fixed point around which his manoeuvres pivoted. Now Kestrel was where Holbrooke wanted her to be. She was hardening onto the wind as she cleared the wrecked West Indiaman and there was Sauvage, heading the wrong way and with the responsibility of protecting this valuable wreck to muddle her captain’s thinking.
‘Fire as you bear,’ shouted Holbrooke. He knew that eight six-pounders could achieve little against a frigate of Sauvage’s size, but there she was and clearly not expecting the little sloop to appear on this side of the merchantman – to windward – parting the gunsmoke and heading west as the wind veered further towards the north. Holbrooke could sense the French captain’s indecision. He didn’t know how badly the merchantman was hit and if he didn’t render assistance and she foundered …. Well, de Kersaint would have something to say about it. And after all, in the grand scheme of things a little sloop was worth nothing against the riches that lay in the merchantman’s hold, the white gold – sugar – that could replenish the French King’s war-chest. If Sauvage’s captain realized that the commander of this British sloop was the same man who had harried them through the Caicos Passage, then his decision might have been different, but he couldn’t possibly know that. Holbrooke had a bad moment when he saw the frigate turn into the wind. Was he going to pursue Kestrel? But then he saw her topsail backed; she was lying-to so that her captain could speak to the merchantman, and every minute Kestrel was moving further away.
◆◆◆
 




3: The Admiralty Secretary
Wednesday, Twenty-First of December 1757.
The Admiralty, Whitehall.
 
The coach from Portsmouth deposited Holbrooke at Charing Cross. Although he’d visited London a few times – with his father as a child and on two fraught occasions when he and Carlisle had pleaded their case for Medina’s fitting-out at the Navy Board in Seething Lane – he’d never been to the Admiralty and he had only a hazy idea of its location. Anxious to avoid any embarrassment, he’d asked Lynton, who’d grown up in and around London, for directions.
‘The coach will run up King’s Street, which they’re calling Whitehall nowadays. You’ll see the Admiralty behind a brick wall on your left after you pass Horse Guards and a hundred yards before you reach Charing Cross. When you leave the coach, you can walk back down King’s Street and enter the Admiralty through the gate.’ He looked affectionately at his captain, ‘and look out for pick-pockets, sir. London isn’t Jamaica, nor Portsmouth. They’ll have the shirt off your back before you can turn around.’ Lynton had no illusions about Holbrooke’s street-sense. A childhood in rural Wickham and the rest of his short life at the naval academy or at sea was no preparation for the vices of the great metropolis.
‘I don’t know what I’m going to be told at the Admiralty,’ Holbrooke replied. ‘I expect that we’ll be staying here for a few months while the master attendant has his way with us. It’s probably just professional jealousy, but he’s determined on a package of work for Kestrel, regardless of the refit at Port Royal. As for taking in stores, assuming it goes ahead, the work on the steering gear and the mizzen won’t stop us, but if they do shift the magazine then that’ll certainly require us to disembark the powder. Probably the hold will have to be rummaged as well, so don’t take on any more powder or stores until we know our fate.’
‘You’ll remember to ask about the lieutenant’s board while you’re in London, sir? If we’re going to be in the yard’s hands for a while, I’d like to try my luck.’
‘Luck will have nothing to do with it, Charles. You’re ready for the board, and you have Captain Carlisle’s recommendation as well as mine. You’ll pass without a doubt.’
The coach rattled up the London road at a good speed and only started to slow as they approached Putney Bridge. Once over the river, the coachman had to fight his way through the throng, using his whip where his voice didn’t carry enough weight. The crowd was mostly composed of semi-rustic folk living on the borders of the capital, but as they moved into the heart of London, they became progressively more urban, farmer’s smocks giving way to breeches and stockings, and hay carts were replaced by smart city boxes and increasing numbers of coaches. As they crawled up Whitehall Holbrooke saw Horse Guards Parade on the left, an easily identifiable landmark. Then he saw a long brick wall, and behind it, he caught a glimpse of the Admiralty, where his fate would be decided. He hadn’t confided in Lynton, but he foresaw any number of dangers waiting for him behind those doors. Neither he nor Lynton were confirmed in their ranks, and an Admiralty that was always watching the political winds could undoubtedly decide that they had more deserving officers for these plum appointments, or at least officers with more political or family backing. The master attendant at Portsmouth’s desire to take the sloop in hand just exacerbated the dangers. If only Kestrel were needed at sea early in the New Year, there would be barely any time for changes. A few idle months at Portsmouth offered too many opportunities for the Admiralty to interfere.
Finally, the steaming horses came to a halt at Charing Cross, breaking Holbrooke’s train of thought and requiring him to focus on the next part of his journey.
‘Now sir, just be careful of your dunnage in London,’ said the coachman. ‘There’s cut-purses and worse that’ll be away with it before you’ve rested it on the ground. Where be your lodgings, your honour?’ he asked, working hard for his tip. ‘I can fetch you a porter.’
Without waiting for Holbrooke’s reply, he whistled to an old seaman, who came hobbling forward on bowed legs. The man hardly looked strong enough to carry Holbrooke’s overnight case but was evidently willing.
‘The Royal Oak on the Strand, opposite Somerset House,’ Holbrooke ordered and gave the man tuppence, tucking his purse back into the band of his breeches.
‘Aye-aye sir,’ the old man said, knuckling his forehead. ‘Ye’ll be for the Admiralty, I don’t doubt. Just ‘ee look out for the slip-gibbets that hang around there, they’ll have your purse out of your breeches quicker than the wind. You tuck it in deep now sir,’ he said with a look of real concern.
Holbrooke was starting to become irritated with all this well-meaning advice and was inclined to believe it was exaggerated. How could anyone remove his purse without him knowing? But despite himself, he kept a tight hold on his sword and money and pushed his way through the crowds of people milling around this, the centre of power for the growing nation and empire. He followed the brick wall, and behind it, he saw the big U-shaped structure, just as Lynton had described, three tall stories of red brick and Portland stone with a classical portico of four imposing columns at the base of the U, facing a cobbled courtyard. He was unaccountably nervous. His commander’s uniform sat uneasily on his shoulders, and he was having difficulty in imagining that anyone would be fooled by it. He was bidden to meet Vice Admiral John Forbes, one of the Lords Commissioners, to be given his orders. He feared the worst and the combined effect of the eight-hour coach journey, the lateness of the day, the anxiety for his possessions and the feeling of being an imposter made him light-headed. He could do with a strong coffee or better still, a glass of Serviteur’s rum punch.
◆◆◆
 
In this frame of mind Holbrooke would have walked right past the gate into the Admiralty courtyard if an officious porter hadn’t called out.
‘For the Admiralty, sir? I thought so. You looked right distracted there, and I wouldn’t want you to miss your time.’
It was clear that this man, also, required a tip, and Holbrooke parted with another tuppence in response to the man’s shameless palm-upwards gesture.
‘Now sir, I wouldn’t want you to embarrass yourself, and I can see how this is your first time between these gates,’ he said, patronisingly. ‘Sixpence is the normal gratuity for the porter, sir.’ He stood immovable in front of Holbrooke. London will be expensive, he concluded, as he exchanged the two copper coins for a bright silver one.
The porter, all smiles and deference now, showed him into the waiting room where there were four other sea officers. He recognised none of them, and they made no moves to introduce themselves. Judging by their reticence, they were probably supplicants, pleading for a ship. If they had no employment when the navy was still expanding for the new war, then there was likely to be some good reason, a flaw in their service record, a misdemeanour that they hoped had been forgotten or some disagreement with influential people. Holbrooke left them to their dark thoughts. The comfortable leather chairs with deep wings and hoods against the bitter draughts had all been taken, but Holbrooke’s new best friend found him a seat in the corner and brought a clean blanket from some inner sanctum. His cloak covered his upper part, but thin woollen breeches and silk stockings were no defence against a London winter, and he submitted to the porter tucking the blanket around his legs. He noticed that his fellows were similarly tucked up against the bitter cold, each choosing comfort over elegance.
‘Your name sir?’
‘Commander Holbrooke. Admiral Forbes is expecting me.’
The clock in the corner ticked away the minutes and the winter evening grew darker until all outside the windows was lost in the gloom. A different porter shuffled in at intervals to tend the meagre fire and to trim the candles. One by one the other sea officers were called. Casting off their dishonourable blankets and adjusting their swords, looking even more nervous than Holbrooke, they hobbled away on legs stiffened by inaction. He saw them go in, but he saw none of them come out again. Perhaps there was a separate door for disappointed officers to leave by, or maybe they’d been swallowed up by the very building that surrounded them. With a start, Holbrooke realised that he’d been drifting off.
This will never do, he thought, pushing himself out of his chair. I’ve nothing to fear, I bring news of a victory, and I command a good prize that is my own. He threw the blanket aside and as the now sole inhabitant of the waiting room he paced up and down as though he was on his own quarterdeck.
To hell with them. If they think I’m concerned, well they’re probably right, but I won’t appear an invalid when I meet the admiral, he decided as he strode from the fireplace to the door and back again, his hands clasped behind his back under his cloak.
‘Mister Holbrooke,’ he barely heard the soft call of the porter. ‘The secretary will see you now.’
That was a surprise; he hadn’t expected to see the Admiralty Secretary. Holbrooke followed through the door, up a set of stairs and a short way along a corridor where the porter, without knocking, pushed open a door and ushered Holbrooke inside. He found himself in the office of the most influential naval person after Anson himself. John Clevland had been the secretary to the Admiralty Board since 1751. It was he who decided which letters the members of the board needed to see, he controlled the First Lord’s diary and recommended courses of action to the board. If Anson dominated the strategy and the political levers that kept the navy functioning, it was nevertheless Clevland who sat at the centre of the web of information. When a captain wrote to the Admiralty, unless he was a peer himself, he addressed his letter to Clevland. Any reply would be signed by Clevland. If the secretary was unimpressed by an officer, then his chances of a ship or of promotion were negligible. He had far more real power than the members of the board because they came and went year by year, and in any case, were only present in the Admiralty for a few hours on two or three days each week. However, the secretary was permanent, the political winds hardly affecting him at all. Clevland himself had been in post as joint or sole secretary for nine years already, and he was only the sixth holder of the position since the revered Samuel Pepys three-quarters of a century ago. Holbrooke hadn’t expected to meet him, but he recognised the importance of this unexpected opportunity.
◆◆◆
 
‘Mister Holbrooke,’ said Clevland rising and offering his hand. ‘I do hope you’ll excuse me intercepting you before your call on Admiral Forbes. He’ll be ready for you in ten minutes. Meanwhile, I’d be glad of the opportunity to meet you.’
‘With pleasure, sir,’ replied Holbrooke, unsure of just how to address this important person.
‘Then please take a seat. I gather this is your first visit to the Admiralty.’
Holbrooke understood that this information could only have come from the porter. Evidently, Clevland had a robust system of gathering information about his visitors. He’d have to remember that for future visits; if there were any.
Clevland fingered a letter before him that Holbrooke recognised as his own report of Kestrel’s proceedings since leaving the Caribbean. Having left the Jamaica Station as soon as he passed into the Atlantic without any orders to return, his letters – his reports of proceedings – were addressed to this same Clevland. But Holbrooke still wondered how, with some three hundred ships in commission, the secretary had the time to concern himself with his small sloop. The answer, of course, was that he only really had to involve himself with flag officers and those few ships that were sailing under Admiralty orders. The rest, the ships-of-the-line that made up the fighting squadrons and the frigates that acted as their eyes and ears ordinarily submitted their letters and reports through their squadron commanders. Often it was the sloops that reported directly to the Admiralty, being of little use in a squadron where their light build and small armament just made them easy targets. That gave their Lordships, as advised by the secretary, the opportunity to assess these commanders – and they were often very young – before making the almost-irrevocable step of posting them as captains. Many commanders fell by the wayside in this the most critical event in their careers.
‘You did well to avoid getting involved in the French convoy, Mister Holbrooke. The dispatches were much more important than a few prizes, and evidently they had a strong escort. This de Kersaint appears to be a capable officer, despite his defeat to Forrest off Cape François. By the way, the news of Forrest’s action is being spread throughout the kingdom. You must know that the administration is under huge pressure in parliament and this is the first real naval victory. It was vital that we received it as speedily as possible.’
Holbrooke had heard that Clevland, in addition to his paid position, was the Member for Saltash in the West Country, a rock-solid naval borough. He’d know only too well the effect of good news from the war, where the tidings had so far been bad: the loss of Minorca last year, the French invasion of Hanover this year and a string of setbacks in the Americas. Good news from the navy was particularly useful, as that service gobbled up the lion’s share of the budget. He nodded in understanding, not knowing what else to say.
‘But there is one thing that puzzles me, Mister Holbrooke. I gather that your sloop,’ he turned over the letter, ‘yes, Kestrel, was a recent prize taken from a Dutch pirate. I preferred her old name Torenvalk by the way, but I suppose a commander-in-chief can be allowed the leeway to rename his prizes. But I’m digressing. Admiral Cotes doesn’t say much about the circumstances of her capture or why, if I may be so indelicate, he gave her to such a young man as yourself.’
Clevland paused, watching Holbrooke appraisingly and apparently waiting for a response. If he was in any way embarrassed, he didn’t show it; perhaps he’d been this way many times before with young unknowns promoted in far away stations on the strength of unsubstantiated achievements.
Holbrooke realised that this was no casual question. This very powerful man was questioning his fitness for his rank and his right to command Kestrel. It was an inflexion point in his career. Although Admiral Cotes in Jamaica had given him a commission for Kestrel and had promoted him to commander, both the commission and promotion were provisional, awaiting confirmation by the Admiralty Board. And it was the secretary – this man who was quizzing him so adroitly – who would advise the board. He braced himself. It would do no good to appear too submissive to this man, but on the other hand, he mustn’t offend him. Best by far to give a factual account and let his deeds speak for themselves.
‘Torenvalk and her consort attacked Medina in the Caicos Passage to the north of Cape François. I captured Torenvalk and so disabled her consort that she was obliged to run to the west into the Old Bahama Strait…’
‘One moment, Mister Holbrooke. You use the first-person singular pronoun,’ said Clevland pedantically, ‘but surely Captain Carlisle commanded Medina. Do I misunderstand you?’
Holbrooke looked confused for a moment as he tried to remember what was meant by the first-person singular pronoun. He hadn’t heard that expression since the naval academy, but it came back quickly enough. Of course, Clevland was referring to Holbrooke’s use of the word I which implied that Holbrooke had himself taken Torenvalk. There was much that the secretary didn’t know.
‘Captain Carlisle was injured in the opening phase of the engagement with the Dutchmen, sir. I assumed command as we were on the point of being boarded, repulsed the Dutchmen and completed their destruction. Perhaps I’m too bold in taking credit for the action.’
‘Not at all Mister Holbrooke,’ replied Clevland with the hint of a smile. ‘It’s a pity that Admiral Cotes didn’t make that clear. Then, having brought Medina and Torenvalk back to Jamaica, Medina sailed again with Commodore Forrest, and you ably seconded Captain Carlisle during the action off Cape François?’
‘Again sir, the facts are a little different.’ Holbrooke was finding it difficult to tread that fine line between stiff boastfulness and soft self-deprecation, and he was fighting his own irritation that threatened to become evident.
‘Captain Carlisle required some months ashore to recover from the fractured clavicle that he suffered in the fight with Torenvalk, and so Admiral Cotes gave me temporary command of Medina, in the rank of lieutenant. I commanded Medina during the action off Cape François. Admiral Cotes had intended to give Torenvalk, or Kestrel now, to Commodore Forrest’s first lieutenant, but sadly he was killed at Cape François. When I brought the frigate back again to Port Royal, the admiral gave me the sloop in his stead.’
Clevland sat in silence for a moment, deep in thought. He’d heard many stories of minor incidents such as this that never made the news, but in this case, he was impressed by the factual way in which Holbrooke recounted the tale. He jotted a few words on the turned-back corner of Holbrooke’s report then looked up, his face visibly brighter.
‘Well, you’re to be congratulated, sir, and I can see no reason why their Lordships won’t confirm both your commission and your promotion. I wish you joy of your command.’ He looked at the clock and stood up. ‘Admiral Forbes will see you now, but please allow me just a few moments with him. You may wait here.’
Clevland left the door ajar, and Holbrooke started to relax, to attempt to control his breathing and his racing heart. He was therefore startled to see the secretary’s head pop back into the office after less than a minute. It was a curiously informal, almost comic action from such an important man.
‘One more thing, Mister Holbrooke. Your acting lieutenant, Mister Lynton isn’t it? Is he ready for his examination?’
‘He is, sir. Ready and eager.’
Holbrooke tried again to control his breathing. Unless he’d misunderstood, he’d just passed a crucial test. Someone, perhaps Admiral Forbes, had noticed the anomaly of a young man rising from master’s mate through lieutenant to command of a ship-rigged sloop-of-war in little more than a year and had flagged it as a concern. Clevland had been tasked to investigate, and Holbrooke had now been passed fit for this responsibility.
◆◆◆
 




4: Admiral Forbes
Wednesday, Twenty-First of December 1757.
The Admiralty, Whitehall.
 
Admiral Forbes was much the less daunting of the two. It had been a challenge to read Clevland. His motives weren’t clear, and his means were obscure, and however effective he may be, he was a civilian after all. But Forbes was a bluff, good-humoured sea officer whose mental processes were an open page. It was quite certain that Holbrooke wouldn’t be sitting here now if Clevland hadn’t given his seal of approval, and the meeting was positively cordial. Holbrooke knew something of Forbes by reputation. He’d resigned his membership of the board a year ago in protest at Admiral Byng’s sentence after the debacle at Minorca, having refused to sign the death warrant. In doing so he’d made it very plain that it was the sentence that he objected to – he considered it illegal, regardless of the Articles of War – not the guilty verdict of the court, which he agreed with. In his view, Byng had certainly not done his utmost to either save or re-take Minorca, but the savage sentence was politically motivated. Byng had been sacrificed to save the administration, but even that had been in vain as the government had fallen anyway. Forbes had returned to the Admiralty when the Pitt-Newcastle ministry was re-formed six months ago.
‘Mister Holbrooke, I have to congratulate you on your prize, on the action off Cape François and on your promotion and command. Such a lot in a short space of time! And I remember now that you took that little barca-longa into action against Vulcain off Sardinia last year. It would have gone hard with Carlisle if you’d been tardy on that day!’
‘Thank you, sir, I was privileged to be in the right place to assist.’
‘You appear to make a habit of it Mister Holbrooke, but if I may advise you, don’t be so modest. Nobody likes a man continually talking up his exploits, but if you say nothing, nobody will hear. If a tree falls in a park and yet nobody hears it, does it make a sound? you understand me?’
‘Yes, sir, and thank you,’ replied Holbrooke for want of anything better.
‘Now, down to business,’ said Forbes, eyeing Holbrooke appraisingly. ‘I need Kestrel at sea immediately; we’re woefully short of sloops. I could use a dozen more as escorts, with the City refusing to insure ships that don’t take a convoy. How soon can you sail, victualled for a three-month cruise in the North Sea?’
So that was it. The cold, stormy North Sea in the depths of winter. But there in that wild and desolate space between Britain and the bewildering array of European states that stretched from Norway in the north to the Netherlands in the south, the navy was engaged in a wide variety of activities. The Admiralty was eking out its resources to provide escorts for East Coast and Baltic convoys, they were harrying the French privateers running north out of the channel ports, and they were guarding the vital cod and herring fisheries on the banks. All those tasks were allotted to the smaller classes of cruisers, the sixth-rates and sloops. Kestrel must have come as an unexpected and very welcome gift to Forbes, at a time when the navy had not yet reached its maximum mobilisation. Whatever the duty, it would be quite a change from the Caribbean. Blue skies and the predictable trade winds would be just a memory, to be replaced by grey clouds and winter gales. But then, there were no tropical storms in the North Sea, no yellow fever and no self-important slave-owning planters.
‘The dockyard at Portsmouth wasn’t entirely happy with the work that was done at Port Royal, sir. They have a list of modifications that they estimate will take two months,’ said Holbrooke. ‘They want to rig a wheel forward of the mizzen and run the wheel-ropes inside the gunwales, and they want to exchange my driver for a lateen mizzen. They’re not happy with the magazine either although there are no definite plans for shifting it, and they’re talking about fitting a capstan instead of the windlass.’
Privately, Holbrooke wasn’t concerned if his ship didn’t have any of those modifications. In fact, he actively disliked the plan to replace the driver with a lateen sail; in a vessel of the size of Kestrel, a driver hung on a gaff and with its foot made fast to a boom was much handier. He realised that Forbes was studying him, perhaps suspecting him of preferring the delights of Portsmouth to winter on the North Sea.
‘But if I take her as she is,’ he continued hastily, ‘still fitted out as a privateer, I can embark stores and victuals and be at sea on Saturday,’ he said with a heavy heart, knowing that he’d have no time to visit his father.
‘A wheel, hey? Won’t the ropes foul your quarterdeck guns?’ asked Forbes, ready to be congenial now that he’d made his point.
‘The plan is to let the ringbolts for the blocks into the gunwale rather than the deck, then the ropes will lie close to the scuppers and just a few inches off the deck. They won’t impede the guns, but I haven’t seen how they intend that the backstays should be rigged; I can see a problem there,’ replied Holbrooke, fascinated to hear that the admiral hadn’t lost his interest in the technical aspects of a ship’s design.
Forbes knew all about the master attendant at Portsmouth and his refusal to believe that any other yard could properly convert a prize into a British man-of-war, fit to keep the sea in all weathers for extended periods. He knew about him, and most importantly he could judge when to ignore his advice.
 ‘Well, you’ll not be getting your wheel for a few months yet, at least. Nor will you lose your driver. The capstan, of course, is complete nonsense for a sloop, a windlass will do just as well, and it’ll give your people more berthing space. If you’re happy with Kestrel as she is, then let’s get her back to sea. This is no time to be prettifying, with our desperate need for cruisers.’
‘It would help if you’d give the word to the commissioner, sir, to move the stores along.’
‘Aye, that we’ll do, Mister Holbrooke. But Sunday is Christmas day, you’ll recall. I’ll give you until Tuesday. However, I need you at sea without fail on Tuesday the twenty-seventh. You’re to let me know as soon as you hear of anything that may to prevent your sailing. I won’t have the yards being tardy when I’ve ordered a ship to sea.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied Holbrooke, prepared to be dismissed. He knew that the detail of his orders would be in a letter under Clevland’s signature.
‘Not so fast, Mister Holbrooke, I need to give you an outline of the orders because there are some ah… interesting aspects to them. Do you know anything about the fighting around the King’s possessions on the continent, Hanover in particular?’
‘The last that I heard, the Prussians had evacuated Hanover to the French, and the Duke of Cumberland had been recalled,’ said Holbrooke, wondering at his own daring in referring to the disgrace of the King’s son. ‘The French are on the Weser hoping to pass the winter without disturbance.’
‘Yes, well, it’s perhaps unwise to be so frank outside this room Holbrooke. But you’re right, Cumberland’s in disgrace, and he’s resigned all his public positions. However, since then Prince Ferdinand – of Brunswick you know, a Prussian – has taken command of the army and he’s planning to push the French back in the spring, or earlier if he gets the weather.’ He looked searchingly at Holbrooke, ‘what’s all that to do with us, you may ask.’
The silence lasted a second, then a few more. It was evident that Forbes’ question wasn’t rhetorical, he was waiting for an answer. Holbrooke thought fast. It must be something to do with the flanks of the armies. The French left flank, and the allied right were both bordered by the North Sea. But a sloop couldn’t be expected to make any great difference there, not by direct action against the mighty French military machine. It must be something else. Of course, the French needed supplies and their overland route must be getting very long and vulnerable. The number of carts, their horses and their military escort that would be required to supply an army that was wintered over 300 miles away from home across a hostile territory stretched the imagination. But by sea, two hundred tons could be transported in just one ship with a dozen crew, and it could be done in a tenth of the time. Whoever controlled the sea on an army’s flank could dictate the terms under which it was sustained. That was why it was said that no British army should stray more than a day’s march from salt water.
‘We can cut off their supply line, sir. The French army must use the sea to resupply over the winter and Kestrel can take or destroy the French transports and supply ships,’ he was thinking rapidly now, ‘and with last year’s order-in-council we can take any neutrals carrying for the French army.’
‘Just so Holbrooke,’ said Forbes, clearly pleased that he had thought it through so rapidly. ‘Now, I’m sending Commodore Holmes with a small squadron into the North Sea. He’ll be based at Harwich, but he won’t be able to sail until February, and I expect him to look into the Elbe and the Weser first. Your task is to start imposing the blockade on Emden. You do know where that is, don’t you?’
Holbrooke was tempted to lie, but in a flash, he realised how quickly that could unravel, and how hard would be his fall.
‘I regret that I don’t, sir, except that it lies on the German coast.’
‘Well, that much is obvious as I’m sending you to the North Sea,’ Forbes replied with heavy sarcasm. He stood and beckoned Holbrooke to a chart that hung from a roller mounted on the wall.
‘Emden is here, you see, on the east bank where the river Ems reaches the sea. The river marks the border between the Seven Provinces and East Frisia. Emden lately belonged to the King of Prussia – it came to him as some sort of legacy – and he was running a small East India business from there. You’ll be under Admiralty orders until Holmes arrives, probably in March, but whenever he arrives, you’ll join his squadron the first moment you meet him. Is that clear?
‘Yes, sir,’ replied Holbrooke, delighted to be given this independent task, even for a couple of months.
‘Emden, I think, is the key. The French took it in the summer, and they’re running in supplies through the Dutch islands, aye and around them when the coast is clear. They’re mostly using Dutch merchantmen, which is why the Rule of 1756 – the order-in-council – is so important to us. I haven’t been able to spare a cruiser since Hind was there in November, so they’ll be used to having things their own way. You’re to become familiar with the estuary; you must know it like the back of your hand before Holmes arrives. I can’t offer you a pilot for the Dutch and Frisian coasts, but you’ll get an experienced sailing master,’ he looked at a paper on his desk. ‘Josiah Fairview is his name, he comes with a good report from Trident, and he’ll join before you sail if I can get a message to him.’
◆◆◆
 
Forbes turned over another paper on his desk.
‘But there’s one other thing. I have a strange report from Sir Richard Hughes in Hind that there may be a detachment of the Austrian army in Emden. The Austrian’s for God’s sake! What they’re doing there I can’t imagine, if they’re there at all. But you’re to remember that we’re not formally at war with Austria although they’re fighting our Prussian allies in the east. The Austrians haven’t become involved in the King’s possessions, other than this Emden detachment, and of course, they’ve no navy to speak of and no overseas interests. So be careful how you proceed and do nothing to cause hostilities. Empress Maria Theresa is a good friend to King George, and so far, she’s given no direct cause for conflict.’
Holbrooke watched the admiral carefully. Forbes had nothing further to offer on Austrian neutrality and evidently was uneasy about leaving this delicate situation in the hands of a very junior officer.
‘You’ll receive your orders before Saturday, but you should post down to Portsmouth tomorrow. That will be in the orders so you can submit a receipt for the expense. Don’t try to go tonight, I’ve no desire to lose one of my captains to footpads on the Portsmouth road.’
Forbes turned yet another sheet of paper on the desk before him. ‘You’ll need a lieutenant, of course. Mister Deschamps will join you before you sail, he’s an experienced officer ... You’ve something to say?’
‘Yes, sir,’ said Holbrooke, amazed at his own temerity. A year before he wouldn’t have dared address an admiral under any circumstances, much less to contradict him. ‘I’ve been very happy with my present acting lieutenant, Charles Lynton. He’s not passed yet, but he’s a good officer and knows the ship and the men…,’ he’d have said more, but the admiral interrupted him.
‘I understand, only too well, but Mister Deschamps must have a ship; oh yes, he must have a ship.’ The last words were said in a low mutter. He fidgeted with a pencil on his desk, not meeting Holbrooke’s eyes. ‘And young Lynton must have the opportunity to present himself for examination. If he misses the January board, it could be months before he gets a chance, and this war won’t last forever.’
Now that short exchange with Clevland made sense. At least there was some attempt to soften the blow, but it did appear that the admiral was uneasy about appointing Deschamps to Kestrel. Holbrooke wondered, but wisely said nothing.
‘In the meantime, Lynton will have a letter for the receiving hulk as an acting lieutenant. He won’t have to revert to the midshipmen’s berth, unless, of course, he fails the examination. He can present himself at Seething Lane in the new year. It’ll be the better for him, in the long run.’
‘Very well, sir,’ replied Holbrooke with a heavy heart. He started to rise, wondering how he’d break this news to his first lieutenant. He assumed the interview was over.
‘Don’t go yet. I’m finished for the day, but I’d dearly like to hear your account of Forrest’s action at Cape François. Normally I’d have presented you to the King, being the first bearer of these glad tidings, but I can’t delay you by even a day. However, at least I can be the first to tell him the details. By the way, are you related to the Holbrooke who was sailing master in the old Tiger around 1740?’
‘Yes, sir, he’s my father.’
‘And he’s well? Still with us?’
‘Yes sir, he lives in Wickham, just up the Alton road from Fareham. He has an occasional teaching post at the academy in Portsmouth. I hope to see him before I sail, now that you’ve given me a few days in Portsmouth over Christmas.’
‘Then give William my best regards, he was a good sailing master although we were only together a few months. Now, I can’t promise that he’ll remember, but I’ll at least mention your name to the King.’
◆◆◆
 




5: Portsmouth
Thursday, Twenty-Second of December 1757.
Kestrel, at Anchor. Portsmouth Harbour.
 
The coach set off early from Charing Cross and they were out of London before most of the city’s folk had roused themselves. They were over Portsdown Hill by two o’clock and running down the slope to Portsea Island to cross through the new Hilsea Lines at the Portsbridge Redoubt. Holbrooke stepped down at the Hard while the day yet retained a little light under the overcast sky. It was a short walk to the porter’s lodge set into the dockyard wall at the main gate, and he had a glimpse of the academy, where he’d spent three years of his youth, over on his right side. He didn’t know whether his father was there, but he’d sent a message as soon as they anchored two days ago. He hoped they’d meet before Kestrel had to sail for the cold North Sea. One thing was sure, he couldn’t delay a minute in returning to his command and setting the wheels in motion to be stored for three months and ready to sail in just five days with Christmas in the middle.
At the signal station, they hung out a flag for Kestrel to send a boat. Lynton, as always, guessed the purpose and in ten minutes Holbrooke’s own crew with the ship’s longboat were rowing briskly across the hundred yards of Portsmouth harbour. At least there were some advantages to a small sloop: ships-of-the-line and even frigates were obliged to anchor at Spithead unless there was a need to come into the close confines of the harbour. A handy sloop, particularly one under Admiralty orders, could come and go almost as her captain pleased, and an anchor berth in the harbour would speed the storing and victualling that were so necessary before they sailed. It also saved him half a crown, he reflected, which was the going rate for a wherry to row him to Spithead. There was no signalling for a boat when your ship was at the fleet anchorage.
Portsmouth harbour offered a superb view of Britain’s wartime naval preparations. Perhaps twenty ships and many smaller vessels were in sight, and over the battery at Gosport, to the right of the houses and gin shops at Portsmouth Point, he could see the masts of the fleet at anchor on the sandy patch of shallower water at Spithead. Beyond, at St. Helen’s, he could just make out a further group of ships. And for each of these ships, at least one boat was underway, running under sail into the harbour or to the landing stages between the Round Tower and Southsea Castle. Up the harbour to the north towards Fareham Creek he could see the prison hulks in their neat rows, moored head and stern as though in line-of-battle, but the illusion was spoiled by the lack of masts. They were already filling up with captured seamen, almost all French. Perhaps some of them were the crews of the frigates and merchantmen that he had a hand in capturing, in the Mediterranean and more recently the Caribbean. Those places with their warm sea and brilliant sunshine seemed like a different world to Portsmouth Harbour on a gloomy December evening. It was always cold here, even at the height of summer.
More cheerfully, to the right he could see Dorsetshire, a third-rate of seventy guns, fresh off the stocks and launched only a week before. The dockyard had been working double tides to get her ready to join the fleet. The sheer-hulk was alongside dropping her lower masts into place even as the light faded, and there was a positive swarm of smaller boats, all engaged in the complex business of fitting out a ship-of-the-line. Over the water, the massive bulk of Haslar Naval Hospital rose from the low land that made up the Gosport peninsula. It was said to be the largest brick building in the world, and from Holbrooke’s vantage point, with the setting sun just peeping below the low clouds, it certainly looked as though it could be.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke climbed the few steps up the ship’s side to the twitter of the pipes, the salute to a ship’s captain, and only to a ship’s captain. He hadn’t yet heard it often enough for it to become mere routine. Lynton was waiting for him on the deck, with the master’s mate, the midshipmen and the warrant officers, all in solemn array to greet their returning leader. It was impossible at moments like this to forget that the ship belonged to him. His to take to fame and glory, but also his to bring to ruin and disgrace. His ship, his destiny. The ceremony of piping the side reinforced this in a way that no words on paper could ever achieve.
‘Good evening Mister Lynton,’ Holbrooke said as the pipes ended. ‘I’ll see all the officers in my cabin in ten minutes, if you please, but perhaps you’d join me now before they arrive?’
They walked off the main deck and down into the great cabin. If there was any advantage to these flush-deck sloops, it was that the cabin was uncluttered with guns, all sixteen of which were mounted on the upper deck. It meant that the cabin had a low deckhead – there was no question of Holbrooke standing upright – but it was a surprisingly large space. The other advantage that the cabin boasted was the presence of Jacques Serviteur, a freed French domestic slave – at some time a major-domo of a great plantation house, no less – from the island of Saint Domingue. Serviteur had volunteered for service in Medina when his fragile fishing boat was on the point of sinking and had happily moved with Holbrooke into Kestrel. He had made the great cabin an orderly haven of tranquillity, even when they’d been battling Atlantic gales on the way from the warm Caribbean.
Holbrooke and Lynton sat at a small occasional table under the stern windows. With the wind in the south-west and a flood tide, they had an excellent view of Dorsetshire and the grey stone walls of Portchester Castle beyond with the chalk ridge of Portsdown Hill rising in the background.
‘Well, Charles, I know our immediate future. Some of it’s good and some you may think not so good.’
Lynton looked blankly at his captain. That faint emphasis on the word you had warned him to be ready for bad news, and he had a very good idea what it would be.
‘Kestrel is for the North Sea. We sail on Tuesday, stored for three months,’ Holbrooke knew no better way of breaking the news, ‘but you won’t be with us, I regret to say. In a way their Lordships are doing you a favour. Your orders will come tomorrow, for the receiving ship as an acting lieutenant so that you can present yourself for examination.’
The receiving ship! This was worse than Lynton had imagined. Apart from the unpleasantness of it all – keeping under confinement all the men whom the impress service had collected before they could be drafted to ships – he knew that many good officers had been forgotten once they were sent on this duty. Of course, he must pass the lieutenant’s examination, but he’d hoped to be able to that at some occasion when Kestrel had a few days at anchor at some port within reach of London. His despair was written on his face.
‘I can only say that I’ll do everything in my power to get you a ship when you’ve passed, which could be in just a few weeks,’ said Holbrooke looking miserable. They’d come through a lot together, from messmates in the early days in Fury to the two-man command team in Kestrel when they outwitted the French frigates in the Atlantic. But both men recognised that this was the way of the navy. Despite Holbrooke’s protestations, they knew that it was unlikely that they’d serve together again.
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Lynton, straightening his back, ‘and if I don’t get another chance, I’d like you to know what a pleasure it’s been serving with you.’
◆◆◆
 
They were saved from an embarrassing few minutes by a knock at the door. The remaining officers came in, each instinctively ducking as they passed under the low lintel. They were few in number; a master’s mate – Kestrel only had one – two midshipmen, the gunner and the carpenter. Holbrooke had no sailing master yet, and no marine lieutenant.
‘Where’s the bosun?’ he asked. The absence of Jackson was immediately noticeable; the man dominated every room by his sheer physical presence and his unquenchable delight in his warranted status.
‘Bosun went ashore after dinner, sir, to talk to the master attendant,’ replied the carpenter. ‘He’s in a tearing hurry to get those backstays replaced, in case we have to sail sharpish like.’
‘Well, I can talk to him when he returns. Meanwhile, I expect our sailing orders to arrive tomorrow, along with a sailing master and I’m sad to tell you, a replacement lieutenant. Mister Lynton is to be examined for his lieutenancy and I’m sure we wish him all success.’
Serviteur had heard the private conversation between Holbrooke and Lynton; nothing was a secret from the captain’s steward in a tiny ship like Kestrel. He’d raided the galley for the hot water that the cook was preparing for his mess’s tea and had made a rum punch in the true West Indian style. He brought out the glasses on the only piece of silver plate that Kestrel possessed – a battered tray that belonged to the gunroom – and produced the punch at just the right moment to prevent the meeting becoming gloomy. Everyone present had been in the Caribbean only a few weeks before. They’d shared memories of a different life, where the tropical breezes and warm sunshine brought smiling faces and fresh fruits. Aye, and deadly sickness and promotion when the thinned ranks above them needed filling. The aroma of the punch warmed the atmosphere and their faces, and they toasted Charles Lynton’s future success in the potent liquor.
‘Then that’s all settled, gentlemen. The men will work double tides to get the stores aboard and the rigging repaired, but there’ll be four hours leave to each watch on Saturday and Sunday. Every man of them has prize money to be paid, so I don’t anticipate any stragglers while we’re under sailing orders. We’ll sail on the morning tide on Tuesday.’
‘Sir, the bosun’s boat is hooking on, he has a gentleman with him,’ said Serviteur in a low, confidential tone.
‘Thank you, Serviteur,’ Holbrooke replied, thinking once again what a prize he had in this strange black servant. He’d produced hot coffee at the right moment, rum punch when the mood needed lifting, and now he was able to deliver this message unobtrusively.
‘Gentlemen, we’ll leave it there, and please let me know by eight bells if you foresee any difficulties. I’ll see the bosun separately, and his mysterious civilian.’
◆◆◆
 
As the last of the officers left, Jackson entered the cabin alone. He looked pleased with himself.
‘Well Jackson, have you found your backstays already? Has the master attendant loosened his miser’s grasp without me having to part with too much gold?’
‘Not yet, sir, but I have high hopes for tomorrow. However, I have something better for you,’ with a self-satisfied air that sat strangely on that rugged face, he held open the door and let in the mystery civilian.
‘Good afternoon, George, how do you do?’ said his father, William Holbrooke, as he eased himself into the cabin. ‘I found this young fellow berating my good friends in the rigging store and begged a seat in his boat, and here I am!’
Holbrooke was amazed. He’d hoped that he’d be able to see his father before Kestrel sailed, perhaps to surprise him at his Christmas feast in the cottage on the river Meon above Wickham, but he hadn’t dreamed that his father would appear in his own cabin without any notice.
‘I’ll leave you, sir,’ said Jackson. ‘I can pick up the news from Mister Lynton.’ He left the cabin, quietly closing the door behind him.
Father and son looked at each other wordlessly for a few moments. William was bursting with pride at the promotion of his son. It was less than two years ago that Captain Carlisle had written to his old mentor and shipmate to warn him that his son, George, was on a slippery slope that would likely end in his dismissal from the ship, and as an inevitable consequence, the end of his naval career. But in the intervening time, George Holbrooke had turned himself around. He’d become something of a local hero in absentia, having taken part in several successful actions and achieved promotion to lieutenant ahead of his time. It was only today that Holbrooke senior had heard the amazing news that his son had been promoted again and was now in command of this fine sloop-of-war, not dissimilar in size to the old Wolf, a brig-sloop that he’d served in with Carlisle so many years ago. He could hardly believe that George was a commander! He’d immediately walked into Wickham where he caught a cart that took him the four miles down to Fareham creek, hailing a wherry to take him to the academy knowing that any letters for him would be waiting there. Sure enough, there was a letter and an invitation to come out to the sloop as soon as he was able, written in hope rather than in expectation because George Holbrooke knew that the academy would be closed for Christmas. All the students would be dispersed to their families, and the staff would have gone home.
‘Begging your pardon, sir, but I expect you missed dinner, so I’ve prepared an early supper for you. Will Mister Holbrooke,’ he motioned towards the older man, ‘be joining you?’
Holbrooke senior looked in astonishment at the massive frame of the black servant Serviteur. Holbrooke junior was inwardly amused because that was everyone’s reaction on first seeing Jacques Serviteur at his work. He looked the most unlikely servant imaginable, with more the air of the mayor of a small town or a successful merchant.
‘Will you stay father?’ asked Holbrooke, looking suddenly very vulnerable, hoping with all his strength that his father would agree.
‘Certainly, George, certainly. I expect you can arrange a boat for me to Fareham Creek later.’
‘Sir, I thought I might make up a cot in the master’s cabin, as it’s empty for now, if you agree?’ said Serviteur.
George Holbrooke looked at his father.
‘I’d be delighted to stay the night, and I can be underway in the morning,’ said William.
‘Then that’s settled. The sailing master joins us tomorrow, so you have your own cabin until then.’
◆◆◆
 




6: The Cottage on the River
Sunday, Twenty-Fifth of December 1757.
Meon Cottage, Wickham.
 
The thin ice cracked noisily as Kestrel’s boat nudged towards the landing place beside the tidal mill at the head of Fareham Creek. The midwinter sun must have risen but there was no sign of it behind the ominous clouds, and it offered only a meagre and spectral illumination, distorting distances and giving the water an unearthly hue. Cams Mansion was visible behind the winter-bare trees, where the rooks soared and squabbled under the portentous sky.
Holbrooke often lapsed into silent fits of contemplation, and when he wasn’t pondering his profession or his own temperamental shortcomings, he considered the harmony that was to be found in the natural world. Here at the head of the creek, the tiny Wallington Brook paid its tribute of fresh water to Portsmouth Harbour and thence into the vast ocean that caresses the shores of all the world. Did the fingerling brown trout, the elusive brook lampreys and the little crayfish that he remembered from his childhood know that this was the boundary of their world? Did they know that to pass into the salt water was to enter another realm, a forbidden country? Certainly a few of the trout knew, and they profited from the rich feeding at sea – their very own Eden – to return in a year to the place of their birth and to spawn a new generation. The Hampshire poachers knew them; sea-trout they were called, or peal a little further along the coast, and they were fine eating when they could be snagged from under the alder roots where they waited out the short winter days. But for the lamprey and the crayfish, the salt sea meant death. He watched a flight of oystercatchers wheeling silently overhead as they searched for the new hunting grounds that were being laid bare as the tide receded. Their smart black-and-white plumage and long reddish-orange bills made a pleasing contrast against the leaden sky; then, as if on command, they turned together and showed their white underside and merged with the grey overcast sky, lost in the silence. There’d be snow before the forenoon was over. Holbrooke shook off the feeling of dislocation from his surroundings; it was only natural after a year in the Caribbean, he told himself.
‘Oars,’ called the coxswain in a low voice. Holbrooke noted absently that he, also, was affected by the atmosphere. Dawson had judged the right moment to stop rowing so that the momentum of the boat would carry it against the resistance of the ice and the ebb tide. The starboard bow just kissed the wooden piles of the jetty, the impact barely noticeable to the passenger in the stern. The bow oar took a turn of his painter around a handy post while the coxswain made the stern fast.
‘There you go, sir. I’ll be back at eight bells in the afternoon, and we’ll follow the tide back to the old sloop. We’ll have you back on board before the light fails.’
Dawson was a garrulous man, perhaps too talkative for a captain’s coxswain, but he was a good seaman, an expert boatman and reliable. Holbrooke was inclined to suffer his talkative nature for the sake of efficiency. This faintly patronising tone was new, though, as if he was talking to a youngster or an invalid who couldn’t look after himself. Perhaps it was a real concern that his captain was being delivered ashore into the hands of God-knows-what sort of people.
‘And there’s your carriage, sir, if I’m not mistaken.’
That brought Holbrooke’s idea of Dawson back to reality. Only a seaman could describe the King’s Head’s dog-cart as a carriage, and only a wildly optimistic seaman at that would mistake Samuel, the inn’s ancient ostler, for a coachman. No coaches ran through Wickham on Christmas day, and this was the best transport that the senior Holbrooke could arrange. With a resigned sigh, Holbrooke threw his bag into the back and stepped up beside Samuel. There was no cracking of the whip, no loud exhortation to the horse, but seemingly of its own volition both horse and cart turned laboriously around in the mill yard, the broken tiles and fragments of flint crunching under the wheels. They crossed wordlessly over the Wallington Brook, the wheels of the tidal mill under the timber road locked into immobility in this pre-dawn interval of sleepy minds and unwilling limbs. Having shaken off the creek and the brook, they set off north on the Alton road, and the sleeping mill neither noticed nor cared.
◆◆◆
 
‘Back from the wars are we, sir?’ asked Samuel once they were well clear of civilisation.
‘That’s right, Samuel,’ replied Holbrooke, hoping to halt the conversation before it began. When he last saw the inn’s dog cart it had a rearward facing passenger seat, but that had been removed, presumably to improve the cargo-carrying capacity, so he had no choice but to sit beside the driver. The cold was seeping through his cloak, and his woollen mittens hardly slowed the insidious chill.
‘I knew you when you was a nipper, had to chase you away from the inn many a time. Light on your feet you were in those days,’ and he made a sound which could have been a laugh.
Holbrooke’s attempt to stifle the conversation failed, he realised, at the point where he addressed the ostler by name. That was all the encouragement that the man needed. He sighed inwardly.
‘Aye, Samuel, I remember.’ He also remembered the times when Samuel hadn’t spotted him, when he and the other boys helped themselves freely from the apple and pear trees in the inn’s garden.
Samuel lapsed into a few moments silence, as though he was framing his next subject, plucking up his courage.
‘I was with Admiral Byng at Cape Passaro, you know,’ said Samuel, tentatively, ‘in the Mediterranean,’ in case Holbrooke was unsure. ‘Afterguard I was, hauled the mizzen sheets under the admiral’s very nose. I wasn’t nothin’ but a landsman, signed on for the bounty and lived to regret it. They discharged me when the old Barfleur got home and I ran all the way back to Wickham,’ he laughed at the memory, a surprisingly jolly sound in the stillness, far removed in quality from his first attempt. ‘I vowed never to go to Portsmouth again; nasty, dangerous place, full of the press. Never went back for me prize money neither.’
It took a moment for Holbrooke to orientate his mind, to realise that Samuel’s Admiral Byng was the father of the John Byng that he himself had served under. But this was something Holbrooke hadn’t known before. This old man – he’d always been old as far as Holbrooke could remember – fought with George Byng, later Lord Torrington, at one of the greatest sea battles of the century, nearly forty years ago. He’d never taken Samuel for a seaman, but then he’d probably tried his best to hide it.
‘Mortal shame what they done to his boy.’
Again, it took Holbrooke a moment to realise that Samuel was referring now to John Byng, executed earlier that year on the deck of Monarch in Portsmouth Harbour. It must have been big news in Wickham. Then this little, derided, servile man was part of Holbrooke’s own naval history. Samuel had served with the father and won a great victory in the Mediterranean which resulted in the admiral’s ennoblement; Holbrooke had served with the son thirty-seven years later and had participated in the loss of the navy’s stronghold in that same sea, and the younger Byng had been shot for it. A sobering thought. But the real mystery was how Samuel had evaded the impress service all these years. He was demonstrably eligible to be taken, having used the sea, the criterion that the act of parliament demanded, and he’d lived his whole life within walking distance of the largest, most man-hungry naval port in the world. And yet he’d contrived to keep out of the way through almost four decades of near-constant warfare. Perhaps there was security in obscurity after all.
Another thought occurred to Holbrooke. If Samuel hadn’t collected his prize money, then it may still be waiting for him; in fact, almost certainly so because the prize agents were meticulous in their record keeping, and they knew that there was no time limit on the money being claimed. He resolved to inquire. It would only take a few letters, and it would represent a sizeable sum to Samuel, and even the impress service wouldn’t take up a man of his age.
◆◆◆
 
It was four miles to Wickham, and at the tortuous pace of the dog cart, with Samuel more interested in talking than driving, those four miles took a whole, merciless hour. But every torture must come to an end and eventually they entered the village square. Here the horse tried to turn aside to his home at the King’s Head on their left, but a gentle word from Samuel had him moving in the right direction again, on through the silent square. They turned sharply down the hill to the bridge by the mill where in the summer the little trout endlessly stemmed the current, darting to the surface to snap up insects as the stream brought them into the fish’s field of vision. Here also was the dipping hole, which acted as the village well. Over the river, they skirted the church of St. Nicholas on its raised mound and trotted on up the valley.
The Holbrooke cottage was an isolated place half a mile north on the road to Alton. It lay between the road and the river with a triangular lawn bordered on two sides by the river Meon at a point where it formed a natural bend as it followed its winding course to the sea. Although it was surrounded by the Rookesbury estate, William Holbrooke owned the freehold of this small patch of England, his own piece of paradise.
‘You’ll be back at three o’clock then Samuel,’ said Holbrooke as the ostler brought the cart to a halt in front of the door.
‘Aye, sir, that I will, six bells in the afternoon watch. I remember that much from my time at sea. I’ll be watching the clock in the saloon. But you’d best keep an eye on the weather. You’ll know where to find me if you decide to leave early.’
It was a good point. The snow would surely come, and it wouldn’t take much to make the road impassable by cart. And unless things had significantly changed, Samuel could always be found in sight of the bar at the King’s Head, ready to help any customer finish his drink, or to sweep up the heel-taps.
Stepping through the door of his childhood home only increased Holbrooke’s feeling of dislocation. Little had changed. No, that wasn’t true; nothing had changed. It was a place set apart, unaltered by the passage of time. The sense that Holbrooke’s mother had just stepped out to the market in Wickham was overwhelming. Mary Holbrooke had passed away ten years ago, but her feminine influence still filled the place. The gaily flowered curtains were the same, the needlepoint cushions looked as though the imprint of her arm could still be upon them and there was a vase on the table, freshly filled with winter leaves. William Holbrooke had never recovered from his wife’s death, and George Holbrooke’s childhood had been surrounded my remembrances of her. If anyone owned this cottage, it was Mary, not William and certainly not George.
‘Welcome, George, welcome,’ said his father, throwing the door wide, ‘I don’t like the look of this sky, where’s the wind? Just a whisper from the nor’west. Let’s hope the snow holds off until you’re back in your ship. Here, let me take your cloak.’
Holbrooke stood in the parlour and tried to orientate himself. The stillness was oppressive. On a ship, there was a constant background hum of noise, even at anchor in Portsmouth harbour. The sounds of over a hundred men in close confinement, the wind in the rigging and the slap and splash that even the smallest ripples made against the hull ensured that there was never complete silence. Here, half a mile from the nearest village, with the sounds of the river trapped under a thin covering of ice and with no traffic on the road, there was nought but a deathly hush. He looked around; his father appeared to have made no preparations for the Christmas feast. The maid wasn’t in sight, and the sideboard was bare. Holbrooke had a mad moment when he wondered whether he’d come on the wrong day. He set his bag down on the flagstones and waited for his father, at a loss what to do or say.
‘Now, we won’t be staying long, we’re expected at the house at eleven, but there’s a bite in the kitchen, and I’ll boil the kettle for tea.’
Holbrooke looked questioningly at his father. He knew nothing about being expected elsewhere. Father and son stared at each other in mutual incomprehension.
Light suddenly dawned on William. ‘Didn’t you get my letter? Oh dear, oh dear, I do beg your pardon, no wonder you’re bewildered. I sent you a note on Friday, but it seems it didn’t arrive.’ He laughed in embarrassment. ‘We’re bidden to Rookesbury House for dinner. When I bumped into Mister Garnier in the town on Friday afternoon, he insisted that we should join his party. He’s very keen to meet you and hear all about Cape François. Oh, I hope that suits you, I’d imagined you knew all about it, and when I saw you in your dress suit ...’
Holbrooke smiled. It wasn’t at the thought of dinner at Rookesbury, but in remembering the disagreement that he’d had with Serviteur in the grey light before dawn. He’d planned to wear his frock coat for this informal family occasion, while his steward was tactfully insistent that he should wear his dress suit and sword, with his cloak to cover all against the weather. It was only the intervention of Lynton – even on his last day as the sloop’s first lieutenant he was deeply concerned for the honour of the ship – that had swayed the argument in Serviteur’s favour. Now, by chance, he was dressed correctly for a dinner party in a grand house. In his blue dress coat, he was indistinguishable from a post-captain of less than three years seniority, except for the matter of a little gold braid, and his white waistcoat, blue breeches and white stockings had been carefully cleaned by his steward. Privately he’d been wondering how he and his father would spend a whole day together, shut up in the little cottage on the frozen river with only Mary’s ghost for company. But now they’d have just an hour together. He could explore the cottage against the faint chance that anything had changed, and then they could walk up the lane to the house. Suddenly it sounded very attractive.
‘Well father, that’s a pleasant surprise. That explains why the maid isn’t here.’
‘Yes, I gave her a holiday. She’s gone to her people at Alton, she won’t be back until Monday. She’s a good lass and deserves a few days off.’
‘Then we’ve a little time. Serviteur made up a hamper for us, there’s a ham, some tongues – you know the victualling office still gives every captain a barrel of ox-tongues for his own use? – and some fresh beefsteaks. The bosun added some ship’s biscuit for you, I think it must be a private joke. And there’s a pie that the cook made especially for you; he says he served with you, Llewellyn, a Welshman.’
‘Oh, I remember him. He was a fore-topman in those days before he lost a leg falling from the t’gallant yard, skylarking. Please pass my respects. But here are some bottles,’ he said as he delved deeper into the hamper.
‘Ah, now those are from me. The finest, smoothest rum that Jamaica can offer, not that raw kill-devil stuff. It comes from a plantation over towards Montego Bay. There are four bottles, but be careful, they’re powerful!
‘Then perhaps we can offer one to Mister Garnier. I don’t think he’ll be offended at a gift of rum from Jamaica.’
‘And you’ll have enough provisions to last through to twelfth night!’
◆◆◆
 




7: Christmas at Rookesbury
Sunday, Twenty-Fifth of December 1757.
Rookesbury House, Wickham.
 
As it happened, they didn’t need to walk to the house. Just as they were wrapping themselves into coats and cloaks and considering whether they needed to encase their good shoes in sacking, they heard a noise outside the cottage.
‘Well, bless me. It looks as though Garnier is honouring us,’ said William as he opened the front door of the cottage. There on the side of the road was a coach-and-four, the horses’ breath steaming in the still, cold air, and a footman solemnly standing beside the door.
The wheels of the coach broke the ice that had formed in the puddles on the long approach avenue. The coachman was clearly expert and knew the grounds well because he brought the cumbersome vehicle around in a broad sweep across the gravel drive that ended with the door neatly opposite the front entrance to the house. Another footman was ready to meet them and fold the steps into position. Holbrooke and his father stepped down in some style, the older man dressed in a plain blue suit that would have served as well on the quarterdeck as it did in a provincial town, while the younger was resplendent in his blue and white with gold lacing.
Holbrooke knew Garnier by sight and had spoken to him once when the older man had congratulated Holbrooke on Fury’s victory over Vulcain in the Mediterranean eighteen months ago. He’d vaguely promised to invite the Holbrookes to his house, but before that could be fulfilled, Medina had whisked the lieutenant away to the Caribbean. George Garnier was a prominent man in this rustic backwater of Wickham. He was in his mid-fifties and had been the physician to the Duke of Cumberland and now he held the sinecure of Apothecary General to the Army. He was a gregarious man, fond of socialising and a popular host by the standards of rural Hampshire. Under his ownership, Rookesbury House had entertained such figures as Hogarth, Churchill, Gibbon and Garrick. However, on this Christmas feast day, the guests were more local, consisting of Garnier’s family and a few of the leading men and women from the villages around Wickham. It hadn’t occurred to either of the Holbrookes that they were the guests of honour at this event, but so it appeared as they were ushered into the room to a respectful silence. It seemed that most of the guests had arrived before them or perhaps they’d stayed in the house overnight; in any case, there were a good twenty people present. And it seemed that dinner had been brought forward to an unfashionably early hour so that Holbrooke could make the journey back to his ship before darkness overtook him.
‘Where are you meeting your boat, Captain,’ asked Garnier in a genial voice before he started the introductions, ‘I’ll have the coach take you there.’
Holbrooke still felt a thrill at being addressed as Captain. ‘The tidal mill at the head of Fareham Creek, on the Cams estate,’ replied Holbrooke, ‘but I’ve arranged for the King’s Head to run me back. My boat will be there at 4 o’clock.’
‘Oh, please accept my coach; it’ll save you time, and if we do have snow it’ll be a much more certain arrival and it’s sure to be more comfortable. It would be an honour to be of service to such a distinguished sea officer. I’ll send a message to the inn.’
The introductions were made. George Holbrooke knew none of the other guests, but William was acquainted with about half of them. They were prosperous local tradesmen for the most part, with their wives and one or two adult offspring. Some were frankly delighted to meet a King’s officer fresh from the sea, while one or two looked rather sullen at being upstaged by such a young man. However, it was all a blur to Holbrooke who hadn’t anticipated anything like this and had no experience of celebrity.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke found himself seated for dinner between his host and a man who had recently come to the town and had bought the corn merchant’s business. He was an ordinary-looking person – middling height, grey wig and an expanding waistline – but there was something about him that commanded respect; he had a robust, businesslike air about him. It was an enjoyable end of the table, although Holbrooke wasn’t sure that he much liked being the centre of attention. If he’d thought about it and if his innate modesty hadn’t coloured his judgement, he’d have realised that a year-and-a-half into this war, a man who’d commanded a ship at the first significant British victory would be lionised in any society. He was therefore completely unprepared when, after the pudding, Garnier leaned across and addressed him in a low whisper.
‘As it’s a family feast day, I don’t intend that the ladies should withdraw, Captain Holbrooke, but I wonder whether it would be too much to ask you to describe the battle?’
Caught unawares, Holbrooke could only stammer his agreement. He could see his father half-way down the table watching the exchange and likely guessing its nature.
‘Now, I know you young men are apt to be modest,’ Garnier continued in a confidential tone, ‘but if I may advise you, this is your opportunity to play the hero. Whatever you say will be around the town by tomorrow and the county by the next day, and you may one day want to take a position here. I’ll leave it to you,’ and he ended with a preposterous wink.
It wasn’t only William Holbrooke who had watched the whispered conversation; the whole table was looking expectantly at George. The men eased back in their chairs and adjusted waistcoats, ready to be entertained. There was a faintly heard clatter as a few of the women discarded their tight shoes, betrayed by their expressions of pure relief.
‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ said Garnier rising from his chair, ‘Captain Holbrooke has kindly agreed to give us an account of the recent victory off Cape François,’ he said in a declamatory voice. ‘Now, you may not yet understand how privileged we all are. Captain Holbrooke brought the first news of the battle to the Admiralty, and the King was informed last week. But even His Majesty hasn’t heard a first-hand account, and nor will he because Captain Holbrooke must take his ship back to sea on Tuesday! So, we trust you to spread the true and genuine news of this the first great victory of the war. Captain Holbrooke, if you please.’
Holbrooke had rarely felt so ill at ease. He’d often described naval actions after dinner, and the fight between Fury and Vulcain was well-rehearsed, but it had always been in the company of sea officers, who could be expected to understand the influences of wind and current. They would know instinctively how much damage could be done by a well-aimed broadside and could taste the very powder in the air as he described the carnage of a battle at sea. But, except for his father, none of this company had been afloat in any capacity other than a passenger on a coastal or cross-channel passage, and certainly none had walked a quarterdeck as chain-shot howled across the sea, taking life and limb without distinction of rank. And furthermore, this was a squadron action that he was being asked to describe, not an unseemly scrap between mere frigates. Senior post-captains had been involved, and it would do no good to his career if any hint of criticism got back to them.
However, he knew in principle how the task should be done and signalled to a servant to clear a space on the table before him and bring all the small silverware that he could find. Salt cellars and pepper pots became ships-of-the-line, the harbour and the shoals were marked out with discarded napkins, and a knife showed the direction of the wind. The rapt audience drew closer so that they should miss nothing. This was real entertainment, something that they could pass on in future gatherings.
Holbrooke described the battle from the time when he beat back towards Monte Christi to report de Kersaint’s squadron sailing, to the moment when it was clear that the French were withdrawing. He showed just how the ships lay in relation to each other, and emphasised how the French had been beaten, forced to retire before inferior numbers of the enemy. He described the shocking state of Dreadnought, Maurice Suckling’s ship, and the efforts that had to be made to tow her back to Port Royal. He didn’t go on to describe how the convoy escaped virtually unscathed a month later; it would have spoiled the mood.
He finished his story to a vigorous thumping of the tables. These provincials, townsmen of the two Holbrookes, evidently appreciated being an audience at this, the first public telling of the story. Looking at the flushed faces gazing back at him, Holbrooke realised that in his own small way he’d advanced the government’s cause in this war. There was at least one corner of England that knew for sure that the navy was on the way back from the humiliation of Minorca, that the normal order of things was being restored.
◆◆◆
 
‘Will you join us, Captain?’ Holbrooke turned from the endless questions about Cape François to be confronted with a lady to whom he’d been introduced as soon as he’d walked through the door. He remembered that she was the wife of the corn merchant, but the name was lost in the confusion of his mind. She was a tall woman, rather statuesque in her carriage. Her carefully coiffured wig, silvery-white in the glow of the candles, accentuated her height and she had a bold eye that was fixed fearlessly upon him. The overall effect was of a woman determined to make her way in the world and be damned to anyone who offered to obstruct her. ‘I’ll help you out, Captain. I’m Mrs Featherstone, and that’s my husband there talking to your father. I regret that I’ve been unable to get your attention since we were introduced,’ she said.
Now, was she mocking him, flirting a little perhaps? She was older than Holbrooke, but there was probably only ten years between them and the same age gap between her and her husband, he guessed. Now he thought of it, he’d been introduced to a younger woman who was beside her when he arrived. He’d taken them to be mother and daughter, but now he could see that it was barely possible, there couldn’t have been more than a dozen years separating them.
‘Ah, here’s Ann, my step-daughter,’ she declared as the younger woman walked back into the room. Holbrook guessed her age at about eighteen. She was of middle height, and she shared her step-mother’s grace of form and movement, but there the similarity ended. Her mother was much darker of skin, she could almost have come from a Mediterranean country, while the daughter had a pale English complexion and wore her own golden hair in loose tresses that reached almost to her shoulders. Holbrooke realised that he was staring.
‘Perhaps you’d join us in a hand of whist?’ asked Mrs Featherstone. ‘There’s Mrs Garnier who adores her cards, and Ann will join us, won’t you Ann?’
Before Holbrooke could object, he was seated at a card table, and Mrs Featherstone was expertly shuffling the deck. Holbrooke could see a social disaster in the making. He knew in principle how to play whist, he’d even played it a few times, making up a foursome when there was nobody else available, but he also knew that he was a hopeless case where any card game was concerned. So bad was he that each time he played, he had to remind himself which symbol represented the clubs and which the spades. Hearts and diamonds were easy, being pictograms, but where did the black cards get their names? He couldn’t tell. Holbrooke watched the shuffling and dealing with trepidation, attempting manfully to keep his dismay from his face. Usually he wouldn’t have cared, laughing off his ineptitude and quickly moving to another game, chess perhaps, but he realised that he didn’t relish making a fool of himself in front of Ann. He’d only just met her and didn’t really feel any great attraction, but she was the only girl near his age at the party, and she was indeed attractive.
‘Ha, we take the trick,’ said Mrs Garnier as she trumped Holbrooke’s king. ‘Ann and I take the game, I think.’
Holbrooke stifled a sigh of relief.
‘Another game?’ proposed Mrs Featherstone.
‘Have mercy, Sophie, have mercy. Can’t you see that Captain Holbrooke has had enough?’ she said laughing. ‘Let me show you our latest acquisition. It’s by that Italian fellow, Canaletto; a view of London, I think you’ll like it.’ The two women made their apologies and moved to the far end of the room where Holbrooke could see the painting, its bold colours, blue skies, grey-and-white clouds and honey-coloured masonry in stark contrast to the other dull, dark, works of art.
Holbrooke turned back to his erstwhile whist partner. He could see that she looked nervous to be left alone with a uniformed sea officer.
‘Well, I can only apologise,’ he said. ‘I’m no whist player as you see.’
‘It’s not your fault, Captain,’ she said, lowering her eyes to the table, then quickly raising them. She’d probably been teased about that submissive gesture. ‘Mother’s unstoppable when she gets an idea into her head, and she can’t understand that not everyone enjoys whist. I play out of duty, and only an endless repetition has given me any skill in the game.’
‘Then you have my sympathy.’ He almost added: duty’s a hard master, but in a flash of intuition realised how pompous that would sound and at the last moment replaced it with, ‘what do you prefer to occupy your time?’
‘Oh. I love gardening, in the summer, and sewing and music. I read a lot, not novels, much, but I do read histories, and I read father’s broadsheets.’
‘Then you must have followed the course of this war, at least a little.’
‘Yes,’ again she made that curiously self-effacing motion of looking at the table and again quickly arrested it. ‘I read the first account of your action yesterday, but it wasn’t very detailed, and I’m thrilled to have heard it from you. It must be so exciting, being in the navy.’
‘Sometimes it is, but for every hour of excitement we must suffer fifty of dull routine,’ replied Holbrooke and was pleased to see that Ann lifted her eyes to look at him. ‘There’s little exciting about a passage from Portsmouth to Jamaica, for example.’
‘But you’d have thought it gave an opportunity to gain some proficiency at whist,’ she said, with a shy smile.
‘There you have me,’ he replied. ‘I’ll insist that my midshipmen join me every evening for a few hands. That’ll test their loyalty at least.’
◆◆◆
 
The coach back to Fareham creek was certainly more comfortable than the King’s Head’s dog-cart, but Holbrooke found that he missed Samuel’s chatter, and he’d have liked to ask him about Cape Passaro. He was alone in the carriage, the driver and footman consigned to the outside braving the flurries of snow that had been falling since noon. If they’d been seamen, he would have brought the footman inside out of sheer humanity, but he was unsure of the protocol with domestic servants. It had been strangely painful to say goodbye to his father at Rookesbury House. It would have been easier at the cottage when they could have said those things that a father and son should say when they’re about to be parted by a wartime voyage. He hadn’t even been able to say farewell to Ann, he’d just had to include her in a general leave-taking, and their eyes had met for only a fraction of a second, as he turned to leave. Holbrooke had never had any kind of attraction to a girl, but he felt that he could have with Ann. However, he cast off the feeling. It couldn’t come to anything. By the time he next came to Wickham, everything would have changed and that ten minutes of casual conversation after the hand of whist would be forgotten. In a month they wouldn’t remember each other’s names, and in six months they’d pass in the street without recognising one another.
Holbrooke had been depressed when the longboat had delivered him to the mill in the cold light of dawn, and he was depressed when he was taken up again in the fading light under a darkening sky. He tried to analyse the cause of his melancholy, but his mind just wouldn’t stay on the topic. It was only when they cleared the Cams Hall estate, and the harbour came into sight that his spirits started to lift. The swirling snow created abstract patterns against the glow of the dockyard, as night cast its soft embrace over the hive of industry, like a murmuration of starlings swooping and gliding as they worked their way into their night-time roost. Here was meaningful life, here was the engine that powered the greatest fleet on earth, and it was in that fleet that Holbrooke belonged.
But still, something was niggling in the back of his mind, the memory of the cottage in the bend of the river Meon and his father, his eyes misting over as he said goodbye to his son. And then there was Ann. Holbrooke rid his mind of that memory, a dead-end in the meandering course of his life.
By the time his coxswain had announced his arrival with a stentorian reply of ‘Kestrel!’ to the sloops hail, he’d recovered his right mind and positively beamed with the pleasure of a homecoming as he was piped aboard. Enough of all this soft shoreside life. To the Ems!
◆◆◆
 




8: To The Ems
Friday, Thirtieth of December 1757.
Kestrel, at Sea. North Foreland West-Northwest 10 leagues.
 
By Tuesday the wind had veered into the east and Kestrel could point just high enough to clear the entrance to Portsmouth Harbour under sail. On the quarterdeck, they could feel a hundred telescopes watching their progress as they shaved the shallow water off the Round Tower and set a course to weather Bembridge Point on the Isle of Wight. From there, with the wind veering two points to the south, they had spent three days short-tacking along the south coast and then made a single board to weather the Goodwins. With North Foreland five leagues to the nor’west, they had little sea-room to spare as they made their break for the comparative open spaces of the southern North Sea. They could hear the waves crashing onto the exposed sand of the Goodwins, and they could see the forest of masts of a convoy in the shelter of the Downs, waiting for the tide to turn so that they could take advantage of this easterly wind to carry them down the channel.
Holbrooke looked at his new sailing master. Josiah Fairview had joined the sloop on Monday, just four days ago. He gave every indication of being a competent navigator – it would have been remarkable if he could have passed the Trinity House examination if he wasn’t – and immediately threw all his energies into ensuring that the trim of the ship was just so. The first of his peculiarities had manifested itself when Holbrooke had interviewed him the day he joined.
‘Now, sir. I don’t know what sort of sailing masters you’ve had before, but I’m not one of your dyed-in-the-wool navigation-and-ship-handling only men. I’ve been on cutting-out-expeditions, I’ve led boarding parties, and I’ve handled a division of guns. You can use me as a regular lieutenant, although I don’t have any aspiration that way,’ he said with a wistful look that belied his assertion. It was unusual for masters to be commissioned, but by no means impossible. Most masters were comfortable in their warranted status and knew that unless they could be certain of eventually being posted as a captain, they were financially more secure than a lieutenant. They had a well-established superannuation system to keep them in comfort in their retirement that was far better than the lieutenants’ half-pay scheme.
‘I’ll keep that in mind, Mister Fairview,’ Holbrooke replied in a non-committal tone. On the face of it, having a master who was prepared to go beyond his stated role could be an advantage, but in a small sloop there was barely room for a commander and a lieutenant to exercise their duties; three may well make a crowd.
‘It won’t last, sir,’ said the master as he stood balanced easily against the pitch and roll of the sloop, looking intently at the eastern horizon. ‘It’ll veer into the west before dawn tomorrow, and we’ll have a pleasant broad reach all the way up to Emden.’
‘Very well Mister Fairview,’ Holbrooke replied, hoping to cut off the conversation. Privately he was dismayed at having a self-appointed weather prophet as a sailing master.
‘I expect the wind to moderate overnight and then pick up in the morning from the south. By the forenoon it’ll have veered right around to the west,’ Fairview continued, remorselessly.
Holbrooke had heard all this before; the master was describing the sequence of winds that he’d expect if the easterly should gradually expire and allow the westerly gales to blow in from the Atlantic. It was a bold prediction so early in the commission and could destroy the reputation of a less self-confident master if he was wrong. But Fairview looked as though he could survive a few failed weather predictions, and, in any case, he was an acknowledged North Sea pilot and certainly had a better chance of being correct than Holbrooke.
‘That pounding you can hear is the sea on the North Goodwin. It’s slack water at the bottom of the tide, so it’ll all be exposed now. That convoy will be able to sail in the forenoon tomorrow when the wind’s in the west, but it’ll be a right lumpy ride past the South Goodwin, and they’ll have missed their easterly wind. They’ll be tacking and tiding down the channel and cursing their luck.’
Holbrooke nodded. He didn’t want to display his lack of knowledge of these waters, and he was listening to Fairview with only half his attention. The master was a relatively old man, in his forties, and who knew what strange winds and currents had brought him to a mere sloop? He was undoubtedly qualified by experience for a ship-of-the-line. At a quieter moment, Holbrooke resolved, he’d try to discover the facts.
The sun sank diagonally towards the southwestern horizon, picking out the convoy’s mastheads as a field of pinpoints against the faint smudge of the Kentish shore. Kestrel was almost clear of the Channel and into the North Sea now. England and France were behind them, and they were approaching the coast of the Austrian Netherlands as it slanted away to the northeast. At this rate of sailing, Holbrooke expected to be off Borkum in the forenoon on Sunday, ready to catch the last of the flood tide. He was keen to inspect the estuary before he made any other plans. He already knew that Fairview had been up to Emden once before, during the peace, but one visit didn’t make a man into a pilot and he wanted to see the river for himself, in the daylight and on a rising tide in case they should touch bottom.
‘We have a clear run overnight, Mister Fairview?’
‘Yes, sir. If we hold our course and keep at least three leagues off the land, there’s deep water all the way to Borkum.’
‘Then turn over the deck to the mate. Who is it?’
‘Varley, sir. He’s a reliable man.’
Holbrooke nodded; he knew Varley’s quality after the passage from Port Royal to Portsmouth. Reliable he was, but Holbrooke could wish that the master’s mate had a little more ambition and took as much interest in fighting the ship as he did in navigation and seamanship. He suspected that Varley avoided anything that brought him to report directly to his captain, rather than to the sailing master. Holbrooke could only speculate on the master’s mate’s relationship with his previous captain.
‘Very well, would you join me in the cabin? And pass the word for the first lieutenant and Mister Treganoc, if they’re at leisure.’
◆◆◆
 
Serviteur, as always, was ready to offer refreshments. By some means, he managed to produce everything from hot coffee to cold sherry at a few minutes notice at any time of the day or night. Holbrooke could only imagine that the man’s impressive physique and his superior manner overawed the cook and his mates to the extent where they stopped everything to comply with his demands.
Holbrooke’s officers filed into the small space. The deck in Kestrel’s cabin was adequate – generous even – for a gathering of four men, but the height of the deck-head was not. To the uninitiated, the sight of four grown men crouching a good few inches below their natural height would have been curious at least, but to see each of them attempt to bow from that position as they entered the cabin was downright amusing.
‘Welcome gentlemen, welcome,’ said Holbrooke as he cast an appraising eye over his senior officers. ‘Serviteur will be bringing coffee in a few moments.’
The master had arrived first. He had the air of a young spaniel, forever hoping that someone would throw a ball for him to chase, restless and eager. Holbrooke had a strange sense that he should constantly be offering his sailing master new challenges, just to keep him quiet.
Treganoc was so obviously a marine officer that his red coat was entirely unnecessary to identify his profession. He was tall, well-built and had a quietly composed manner that hinted at an inner strength. He’d joined Kestrel in the last hour before they sailed from Portsmouth, leaving little time for them to become acquainted before the business of setting sail took over. Holbrooke knew that he was lucky to have a marine lieutenant, the establishment was vague on that point, and he could easily have been sent to sea with only a sergeant. You’d want Colin Treganoc guarding your back on the battlefield, he thought.
The first lieutenant was the last to arrive. Nicholas Deschamps had some influential friends in the Admiralty, or at least he had friends whom the Admiralty owed favours; there was no other way to rationalise the urgent need to find him a ship when there were so many other lieutenants waiting. Holbrooke was disgusted to see that the man had come straight from his cot and furthermore he’d evidently turned in all-standing, without even removing his uniform coat, which now betrayed him with its creased back. True, Deschamps had been on watch for the morning – from four to eight – and consequently hadn’t had a full night’s sleep. But there were very few men in Kestrel who’d been blessed with all night in, and few officers would expect to sleep through the night with the sloop battering her way up-channel against an easterly wind. He hoped that his first lieutenant would shake down after a few more days at sea, but nothing that he’d observed so far gave him much hope.
Serviteur brought in the coffee pot. It was evidently very hot, and as the handle had been lost somewhere between the Caribbean and the Chops of the Channel, he carried it in a small sailcloth bag which he now used as an oversized mitten for pouring. Serviteur’s command of spoken English had improved enormously since he’d first come on board Medina off Cape François in October. He’d been reasonably fluent then, but now he’d mastered the sailor’s vernacular and only his French accent gave away his origins.
‘Begging your pardon, sir, but Mister Chalmers wishes you to know that he’s read the young gentlemen’s journals, and would you like to see them?’
‘Oh, does he?’ Holbrooke wasn’t fooled by the chaplain’s message. ‘Tell Mister Chalmers that he may join us as I’m sure that was his intention, and I see that you’ve already set a cup for him.’ Serviteur made no comment and there was nothing to be read in his face. ‘But I’ll deal with the journals later.’
David Chalmers was another interesting character. He was an unbeneficed parson who’d sailed with Carlisle and Holbrooke in Fury and Medina and shared their adventures in the Mediterranean and West Indies. He’d volunteered for Kestrel because, as he put it, he’d seen the best and the worst of the Middle Sea and the Caribbean, and now it was time for new experiences. Of course, a sloop had no right to a chaplain and Chalmers had been entered on the ship’s books as an able seaman, although there was nothing at all able about his knowledge of the sailor’s arts. By his sheer goodness of character and his willingness to help he’d resolved his anomalous position on board to the satisfaction of all hands during the passage across the Atlantic. It was good to have an old friend in the cabin to counter the three who had been on board for only a few days. But Holbrooke could see that the chaplain’s presence – he still thought of him in that capacity – wasn’t universally appreciated. Fairview looked happy enough, Treganoc was impassive – it was impossible to guess his thoughts – but Deschamps looked hostile, his face closed, refusing to look at or greet Chalmers.
I’ll be damned if I don’t invite whoever I want to my cabin, Holbrooke thought, ignoring the tense atmosphere. His coffee in hand, he gathered his officers around a chart of the southern North Sea.
‘I’ve been deliberately vague about our mission, but you all at least know that we’re heading for Emden,’ he looked up to read agreement on the faces of all four men. ‘Well, you should know that Emden is held by the French and is being used to supply their army of occupation in Hanover by sea. Our mission is first to study the Ems estuary,’ and he pointed to the passage that led from the open sea either side of the island of Borkum, up the estuary into the salt lagoon called the Dollart that stood before the ancient walled city of Emden. ‘Having completed that, we’re to occupy ourselves in annoying the trade that’s bringing supplies for the French into Emden until Commodore Holmes should arrive to establish a regular blockade. However, he’ll be cruising off the Elbe and Weser before he comes west to the Ems, so I don’t expect him until March. When he does arrive, we’ll then turn ourselves over to his command ...’
‘Then, sir,’ interrupted Deschamps, rather rudely, ‘until Mister Holmes arrives, he won’t share in any of our prizes, will he?’ He stared hard at his captain. He had a curiously aggressive look that Holbrooke suddenly realised was his only expression when talking to others, whether they were his superior officers or the sloop’s people.
With an effort, Holbrooke contained his disgust. Prize money was essential to all sea officers, but there were certain decencies to be observed, and it would have reflected better upon the first lieutenant’s character and motivations if he’d confined his comments to the matter of their mission until that was clear. Without any other income besides his pay, Holbrooke relied upon prize money to uphold the dignity of his new rank, but he was determined that the chasing of prizes would be subsidiary to the task that their Lordships had entrusted to him.
‘Of course, Mister Deschamps. I believe we all know the rules for prizes when we’re under Admiralty orders,’ he said briskly, giving no opportunity for the first lieutenant to continue. If Deschamps knew that he was being checked, he didn’t show it. Treganoc displayed his first emotion since entering the cabin, looking sideways at Deschamps with a surprised frown.
Holbrooke continued, preferring to ignore this extraordinary intervention. They spoke of sandbars and tides, the routes that supply ships would take and the possibility of shore batteries. Fairview and Treganoc followed attentively and made intelligent comments while Deschamps withdrew into a studied aloofness. Perhaps he’d realised that his captain was less than pleased with him.
‘Then gentlemen, I won’t keep you from your duties any further,’ said Holbrooke, ending the meeting.
◆◆◆
 
‘Your first lieutenant is an interesting character,’ said Chalmers, tentatively, as he sat with Holbrooke in the cabin, enjoying a sherry. Serviteur had been dismissed, and the cabin door was fastened; the low tones of the chaplain would be overheard by nobody. And yet it was a difficult subject to introduce, even though it was clear to Chalmers that Holbrooke would have raised it himself, in time. The two men had been through a lot together. They’d been side-by-side as muskets and cannon had swept the decks of Fury and Medina, and they’d faced down a determined assassination attempt in Kingston. They were as close as two men of their ages and backgrounds could be. Nevertheless, it pushed at the very limits of their relationship – and it broke clean through the boundaries of naval convention – to discuss the merits of one of the ship’s officers, particularly when that officer was the second-in-command. And yet Chalmers held a curious position in Kestrel; he had no real duties – although he held divine service on Sundays – and yet he was entered on the ship’s books. In truth, he could best be described as a passenger, albeit one who was paid and victualled as an able seaman.
‘He certainly is,’ replied Holbrooke in equally confidential tones. ‘I’m hoping he’ll settle in over the next few days, but I find myself pining for Charles Lynton.’
‘If you don’t mind me asking, and be assured I’ll respect any confidences, how did a man of his temperament – I think that’s the right word, temperament – manage to get himself appointed over the head of Lynton, whom I’m very sure we could have kept until there was a convenient time for him to sit his examination?’
‘It’s a mystery that I haven’t had time to solve. Both Admiral Forbes and the Mister Clevland had some incentive to find him a ship, and they’d certainly discussed it before I arrived. I can only assume that he has influential friends or family. It appeared to be more than a mere desire to accommodate someone; the sense that I had was that there was a political need for this appointment.’
‘I see, or at least I believe I do. I’ve heard him talk of his father who is an MP, but I didn’t hear what borough he’s been returned for. And yet it’s a mystery to me how the navy continues to function when the Admiralty’s ability to officer its ships is constrained by these political and family considerations. How on earth do the professional captains that we see in most ships rise to the top?’
‘Now that would be a conversation to be had with Anson or Clevland, but I doubt whether you’d get an honest answer for fear of shaking the system’s foundations. I believe that most promotions are made because of naval interest rather than family or political interest. For sea officers, their own reputation is to some extent dependent upon the performance of their followers and those whose interests they promote. If I plead the case for Mister X to be given a ship, and am successful, then my reputation is mortgaged against his performance. I’m therefore cautious in the use of what little influence that I have. I hoard it and only spend it where I’m convinced that it’ll make a healthy interest. That’s how most promotions are made, and it’s how a captain builds a following of men whom he trusts. However, their Lordships must also work the arithmetic of votes in the House, otherwise the navy’s budget will suffer. Therefore, a percentage of promotions are the result of family or political interest, and there is little certainty of the quality of those appointees. The art, or perhaps the science, is to keep the two in balance so that the appointments that are made for anything other than naval interest are small enough to have only a negligible impact on the performance of the navy as a whole. In fact, Anson is famous for resisting political influence in appointments, but even he must bend to a certain extent.’
‘Then you believe Deschamps’ appointment is one of those few, a result of political interest?’
‘I fear that it’s so. Admiral Forbes was visibly uncomfortable in forcing him upon me, and he’d hardly have been embarrassed if it was naval interest that motivated him. He’d have told me who was backing Deschamps in the certain knowledge that I’d understand the necessity.’
The two men sat in companionable silence, turning the implications of this discussion over in their minds. Eventually, Chalmers turned to Holbrooke and raised his glass.
‘Then I can only conclude that you impressed both the admiral and the secretary with your ability. Because otherwise, they would surely not have foisted such a man upon you, but rather he’d be in a first-rate where his meagre abilities could be unnoticed among the plethora of lieutenants. A glass of sherry with you, sir.’
Holbrooke drank his sherry in silence. If only he could believe the chaplain’s interpretation of events. If only…
◆◆◆
 




9: Behold Emden!
Sunday, First of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Off Borkum.
 
The master lowered his telescope. ‘That’s Borkum, sir,’ he said, pointing to a faint smudge that just interrupted the horizon fine on the larboard bow. ‘Rottum will appear soon…, there! Two points on the starboard bow. Rottum’s lower-lying than Borkum and it’s very easy to miss until it’s almost too late. We’re heading fairly into the Western Ems Estuary now.’
He called over his shoulder, ‘southeast’s your course, quartermaster.’
Fairview had made a good landfall after two days without sight of land. He’d spent hours calculating the effect of the tide and the ship’s leeway and had brought the sloop to within a mile or two of their intended destination, and his satisfaction showed in his demeanour. He usually deferred to the first lieutenant, who had a bullying manner when he could get away with it, but this morning he didn’t even look at him, as Deschamps came bleary-eyed and dishevelled onto the quarterdeck.
Holbrooke knew that without Fairview’s navigation skills, he’d have been forced to grope cautiously towards the land, sounding as he went and perhaps with one of the ship’s boats leading the way. It was an undignified way for a King’s ship to approach a foreign coastline, but with the constant cloud cover, they hadn’t been able to get a sight of the sun since they left Portsmouth. If this was a typical example of the new master’s dead-reckoning skills, then Kestrel was in good hands indeed.
‘We should start sounding when Borkum is six points on our bow, sir.’
‘Very well, Mister Fairview, make it so.’
‘Mister Pritchard will be recording the soundings and taking the bearings,’ said Fairview as he pointed to Holbrooke’s clerk who had just erected a deal table abaft the tiller and was arranging his pen and his notebook. His inkhorn was attached to his buttonhole, and a boat’s compass lay on the table before him. Holbrooke had no idea that his clerk knew how to take bearings, but the master evidently thought him competent.
Holbrooke looked down at the guns. Matross, the master gunner, his mates and the quarter-gunners had been checking the six-pounders since the first tentative light of dawn had brought a grey illumination to the deck. They were there now, easing the tackles and running the guns back and forth on their wooden trucks.
‘Mister Deschamps, beat to quarters if you please. You may open the port-lids but don’t run out the guns yet.’
Kestrel carried all sixteen of her broadside guns on the upper deck, the ten in the waist had open ports and the four on the quarterdeck and two on the fo’c’sle were furnished with port-lids. If the master-attendant at Portsmouth had been granted a month with Kestrel in his hands, those ten open ports would have been fitted with port-lids, and she’d have been a much drier ship. Perhaps there would be time for that when they returned, and for the other modifications that would make Kestrel more like a British sloop-of-war than the Dutch privateer that she’d been only a few months before.
The marine drummer – possibly the youngest person on board except for the boys – had been shivering in the lee of the mainmast for the past hour, under the pitiless eye of the corporal. His drum-roll sounded hesitant to start – probably his hands were numb with cold – but he picked up the rhythm, and the stirring beat brought Kestrel’s crew hurrying to their stations. With only a hundred-and-twenty-five complement, twenty-five of whom were marines, most of the men went straight to the guns, with just a few standing by the tacks and sheets. The marines had already formed up in the waist, two ranks of scarlet-clad figures, their muskets by their side, with the sergeant inspecting them critically. Holbrooke was unsure how a missing tunic button could be relevant when the men may be fighting for their lives in an hour, but that was the marines’ way, and it seemed to work.
When the drum-roll finished, Holbrooke realised that the leadsman, balanced easily in the starboard main-chains with a turn of small-stuff securing him to the shrouds, had already started calling the soundings in a sing-song voice, like a London street-hawker.
‘By the deep, eight,’ he called. Eight fathoms, more-or-less, that was plenty of water.
The master was still studying the land to starboard. Had he heard the leadsman? Holbrooke thought he probably had.
‘By the mark, seven,’ came the next call. The water was shoaling slightly, as was to be expected. Kestrel was well into the western channel.
‘What bottom?’ asked the master. So, he had been listening. The eight-pound hand-lead had a hollow in its lower extremity, and that hollow was stuffed with sticky tallow to collect a sample of the sea bed each time a cast was made.
‘Soft mud and broken shells,’ replied the leadsman. ‘No sand.’
‘Then we’re right in the channel,’ said the master. ‘The river brings down mud from inland and deposits it in the centre of the passage, while the sides are sandier, being better scoured by the tide. I was looking for buoys, sir, the estuary was well marked when I came here before, but it appears that the French, or perhaps the Dutch, have removed them all.’
Holbrooke was impressed. The master had apparently gained a considerable amount of useful knowledge from just one previous visit. Of course, he could be bluffing, in which case it was as well that the tide was flooding.
‘Very well, Mister Fairview. I’m not surprised at the buoys, if Emden is being re-supplied by the Dutch, then they’ll know the channel well, but they probably expect that we don’t.’
‘There are two shallow patches that we need to avoid at low water, but with this height of tide, we’re quite safe in the centre of the channel right up to the lagoon before Emden. To starboard is Groningen, the eastern of the Dutch provinces and to larboard is East Frisia.’
‘Then keep us in the centre of the channel, Mister Fairview.’
Holbrooke remembered that the first lieutenant hadn’t reported the ship at quarters.
‘Mister Deschamps. Are we not at quarters yet?’
‘This past ten minutes…, sir,’ he replied.
Now, was that a hint of surliness in his response? thought Holbrooke. If it was, the first lieutenant’s attitude toward his captain would need to be corrected, but not now, not in front of the ship’s company. He must know that he should report the ship at quarters without delay. However, Holbrooke saw that he wasn’t the only one to notice the first lieutenant’s response; Treganoc was staring hard at Deschamps, and even the quartermaster looked embarrassed. Yes, he’d have to take a firm hand with his new first lieutenant. But not now.
‘Mister Varley. See that the masthead keeps a good lookout for sails and set another man at the fore-masthead to look for signs of shore batteries. Mister Edney will do,’ he added, indicating the signal midshipman who was looking lost. ‘There’ll be no signalling today.’
‘By the mark, seven,’ chanted the leadsman observing that the piece of entwined red rag just kissed the surface of the water as he felt the lead touch bottom.
Holbrooke looked at Fairview, who nodded to show that he’d heard and that he was happy with the sloop’s position.
‘How far do you intend to go today, sir?’ asked Fairview. ‘We have three hours of the flood, but unless we anchor for the night, we’ll need to take the first of the ebb to clear the channel before dark.’
‘Let’s see how far we can get. I’d like to make it to Delfzijl if we can. How far is that?’
‘Five leagues from here, sir. With the tide behind us and this westerly wind, we can be there in less than two hours. We should make it easily. You could anchor at Delfzijl, it’s a neutral port.’
‘No, it’s too close to Emden for today, and I don’t know whether the French have any gunboats there.’
Holbrooke was also conscious that Kestrel still looked very Dutch, her bluff bow and broad beam gave her away to anyone familiar with ships and the sea. He didn’t want any questions about her origin from officious port authorities, and he didn’t want to be beholden in any way to the Dutch, not with the plans that he’d made for interrupting their trade with Emden.
◆◆◆
 
This was the first fine day they’d been graced with since sailing from Portsmouth. Looking back, Holbrooke couldn’t remember a clear day since he’d left the Caribbean through the Windward Passage back in November. The blue skies and sparkling seas of the tropics seemed like a different lifetime.
The sun that rose over East Frisia was pale, but at least it was visible and not so bright as to make looking up the estuary uncomfortable. Kestrel was under topsails only, but with the wind in her starboard quarter, she was making three or four knots through the water. The flood tide was adding another three knots, so the shore on each side of the sloop sped by remarkably fast. The land on both sides of the estuary was flat and featureless, except for a few villages and isolated cottages. Up ahead lay the substantial Dutch sea-port of Delfzijl, the last real port before they reached the Dollart. There had always been a bulge in the river where the Ems spread out to form an estuary, but long, long ago men had reclaimed much of it for farmland. Then in medieval times a flood had inundated the fields and created a salt lagoon. Over the years there’d been many more-or-less successful attempts to reclaim the land again, but the Dollart was still a large area of water, a rounded square some four or five miles in breadth. Much of the lagoon dried at low tide, and it was a haunt for sea-birds and subsistence fishermen. Emden lay on the Dollart, but they were worlds apart: the bustling city was all business and movement while the lagoon remained unaffected by the march of civilisation.
‘There’s Delfzijl,’ said the master, pointing to a few tall buildings just becoming visible on the starboard bow. It has a good anchorage in the road, and there’s a regular pilot service, although we won’t need their services,’ he added hastily.
‘Then we’ve made good time. How much further will we need to go to get a look at Emden itself?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘Well,’ the master scratched his jaw, ‘two miles past Delfzijl will get us a glimpse. It’s a moderate city with some tall churches so, yes, at two miles we’ll see them. But five miles will take us to the edges of the Dollart, and we’ll get a much better view. We have the time, sir, it’ll be half an hour to the top of the tide when we’re at the Dollart. High water’s a little after midday.’
Holbrooke noticed the eagerness in the master’s reply. Was this just his nature, this constant pushing of the boundaries? Every other master that Holbrooke had sailed with – and his father was no different – acted as a calming influence on their typically impetuous captains. Clearly, Fairview was cut from a different mould, and Holbrooke would have to remember that and treat the master’s advice with more caution than he’d usually have done.
‘Very well, we’ll push on until seven bells. Let’s have a lead on each side, the casts to be made alternately so that we get more notice of a shoal. We must be making at least six knots over the ground.’
The clerk took hurried bearings and scribbled frantically to keep up with the rapid flow of soundings. They came faster now, and the water was shoaling as they moved deeper into the estuary. By the deep, six and by the mark five came in quick succession, the broken shells petered out, and the tallow showed only mud now. Then a series of five-fathom calls, still a muddy bottom. The master was satisfied that they were squarely in the centre of the channel. They passed a mile off Delfzijl, with the less-populated East Frisian shore a little further away to larboard. There’d been no reports of batteries from the lookout and no sign of any activity at all. The French-held shore basked in this watery winter sunshine, a picture of remote and rural peacefulness.
◆◆◆
 
‘Behold Emden!’ said the master theatrically as the first tops of the church steeples started to show over the low land on their starboard bow. Holbrooke was disorientated for a moment but realised that their present heading, to clear Reide Point, put the ship’s head somewhere to the left of Emden. They were, therefore, looking over the starboard bow to see the city. Holbrooke could see that the tide was slacking, and with the wind being deadened this far from the sea they were probably making no more than four knots over the ground. Still, it was a respectable speed, and in a very short space of time both Emden and the Dollart opened up in front of them. Through his telescope Holbrooke glimpsed a walled city at the head of a shallow bay with its back to what looked like well-tended farmland, but then it was gone, obscured by the island that lay in front of it. Either side of the island was a narrow approach channel, each of which led to Emden Road, an anchorage capable of taking a few ships of frigate size or several merchantmen. There was a glint of a lake or two in the distance over the wide, flat land.
‘That’s Nessa Island,’ said Fairview pointing to the low land that had obscured the city. ‘There’s nothing on it but an old monastery. Emden Road’s between the island and the city. Until the French marched in a year ago, the King of Prussia had a small East India Company business sailing from here, and there was some work done to dredge the Road to take the larger ships at all states of the tide. Kestrel could sail through at any time I dare say. What became of the Prussian East India Company, I don’t know; there were only ever two or three ships and the company was only in business for a couple of years. I expect it’s finished, and I don’t doubt that our friends in the John Company aren’t shedding any tears; they’re not keen on competition,’ he laughed.
‘We’ll stand on for another ten minutes, Mister Fairview, then we’ll head back down the estuary. Where’s the wind? West-southwest I fancy. We’ll need to tack as far as Delfzijl.’
‘Aye sir. We can haul our wind and tack over to the Groningen side, but we’ll need to watch the soundings. In an hour we’ll have the stream behind us and the wind on our beam, and we’ll be able to make an offing before dark.’
‘No men-of-war and no gunboats that I can see, although anything without a tall mast could be hiding behind the island,’ said Holbrooke.
‘I can see the masts of two merchantmen at the town quay. They must be using the few hours of high water to unload. They look like Dutchmen, sir.’
Holbrooke merely replied with a nod of his head. This is just what he’d imagined; the Dutchmen were taking advantage of the fat profits to be made by supplying the French. Each one of those vessels was liable to be seized by Britain under the rule of 1756, which they’d know well. He wondered whether they understood the consequences to their trade of this unexpected appearance of a King’s sloop-of-war.
‘I’ll haul our wind now if you’re happy, sir.’
‘Very well,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘If the leadsmen sound four fathoms, then we’ll tack.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ and the master turned to give the orders that would take Kestrel out of the Ems Estuary and back to the safety of the North Sea.
◆◆◆
 




10: Horse Artillery
Sunday, First of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Ems Estuary.
 
The hardest part was over. Kestrel had tacked westward away from Emden and the Dollart and was fast approaching the bend in the estuary where their course would turn through nor’west and then to the north, the channel widening all the time. Over to starboard was the small village of Knock, from where in more peaceful times a ferry ran to Delfzijl and in the summer to Borkum.
‘Deck there!’ It was Midshipman Edney at the fore-masthead, still carrying out his orders of looking for shore batteries. Holbrooke realised that he’d entirely forgotten him; evidently there had been nothing to report, but he’d nevertheless stayed at his post. ‘There’s some movement on the shore, sir. I’m not certain, but it could be field guns coming along the coast road, out of the city.’
‘Where away?’ shouted Holbrooke, but before the words had left his lips, he saw them, a short train of vehicles moving along the flat road just about to pass through Knock. He raised his telescope. The midshipman was right; no more than three field guns and a small battery but enough to do harm to his precious sloop. He looked again, carefully focusing his glass. The guns were being pulled by an odd assortment of cattle: cows, bullocks and tired old farm nags, not the swift horses of the field artillery that the French army had deployed with such devastating effect across the battlefields of Europe. Holbrooke could guess at the truth: the garrison at Emden was purely defensive. They’d have a range of different artillery pieces, but the horses to draw them – specially bred, fast and strong animals – would be badly needed by the field army. The commanding officer at Emden must have received warning from some watcher at the mouth of the estuary who’d reported Kestrel’s ensign; they probably had a permanent post at Knock. He’d hastily put together this improvised mobile artillery battery and sent it down the coast to ambush Kestrel when she turned her head back towards the sea. They’d be the French army’s standard four pounders, smaller than Kestrel’s guns, but firing from a fixed position on land they could be dangerous.
‘Sir, on the larboard tack we can weather Knock and make a single board past Delfzijl. We’ll pass well within the range of those guns, but we’ll be moving fast with the tide behind us.’ The master had a strange expression, suppressed excitement perhaps.
So here was the crunch. Any other sailing master would be advocating the cautious option, the slow and challenging short-tacking along the Dutch side of the channel, keeping as far as possible from the French artillery. Fairview, however, was urging a bold and swift resolution to the problem. Holbrooke carefully assessed the wind and the approaching Dutch shore. By the look of the confused ripples on the surface of the water, he guessed that the ebb had begun, and its rate would increase minute by minute.
‘Sir, there’s a boat putting out from Delfzijl.’ That was Varley, keeping his head and minding his duty. He’s a good man, thought Holbrooke as he raised his telescope, worthy of more responsibility.
It was a large boat pulling at least twenty oars, with a colossal ensign flying from its stern and a black bulk in its bows looked suspiciously like a gun; a monster of a nine or twelve-pounder.
‘That’ll be the Dutch letting us know that we’re not welcome in their waters.’ He closed his telescope with a snap, his decision made. He could easily take on that gunboat – at least until the wind dropped and he lost his ability to manoeuvre – but he had no intention of bandying either blows or words with the Dutch.
‘Then make it so, Mister Fairview. Put the sloop on the larboard tack but pinch it as much as you dare. If the depth drops below four fathoms, we go about.’
‘That I will, sir,’ replied Fairview, touching his hat. The formal motion emphasised his understanding of the potential danger to Kestrel that those guns posed. ‘It’s shallower on the Frisian side, so we’ll keep the two leads going. We should be able to keep half a mile clear of the shore though.’
For a naval six-pounder, firing from a moving platform, half a mile was an unrealistic range to expect any measure of accuracy against a small target like a single gun, but a battery of three with their limbers and draught animals made a viable aiming mark. However, for the expert soldiers of the French Royal Artillery, half a mile was the range at which they were trained to engage. If they could establish the battery on the bulge of land a mile or so beyond Knock, they’d have Kestrel under their guns for a good half an hour as she made her way down-channel.
‘You see those guns, Mister Deschamps? They’ll be your target.’
‘They’ll be at the limit of our range, we’ll never hit them,’ he replied looking strangely disturbed and forgetting to address his captain as sir.
‘The range will come down to half a mile Mister Deschamps. You’ll have a fair shot but not for long.’
‘Shouldn’t we be on the other side of the channel? They won’t reach us there,’ Deschamps persisted.
Holbrooke turned away, his face set. Couldn’t his first lieutenant see what was going to happen? If Kestrel tacked down the channel, she’d be tangled up with the Dutch gunboat on one tack and the French artillery on the other. The intentions of the Dutch gunboat weren’t clear, but Holbrooke didn’t want to get embroiled in a diplomatic incident, particularly in Dutch territorial waters. The government in England wouldn’t thank him for handing a Casus Belli to the Dutch Republic. Granted, it was unlikely that Kestrel would score any hits, but they could distract the French artillery and make it more difficult for them to damage the sloop. Anything was worth doing if it made the enemy’s task more difficult. Perhaps Deschamps had never seen any action. Holbrooke knew that he was unusual in the number of times he’d been into battle, but surely all it took was a little imagination. Anyone would think that Deschamps was unwilling to put himself in the way of the French guns, but Holbrooke shook that idea from his mind.
◆◆◆
 
Kestrel came about smoothly while the gunboat was still over a mile away. Perhaps that was the Dutch plan all along, to force Kestrel across the estuary and into the range of the French guns. But no, they couldn’t possibly have coordinated a trap of that complexity, even if they were in contact with the Emden garrison. More likely these were two independent actions, but that didn’t mean that the commander of that Dutch boat wasn’t taking advantage of the evidently difficult situation that Kestrel found herself in.
There was a curious silence on the deck as the sloop neared the Frisian shore. Holbrooke could see that the French battery was well led; they’d reined in where they’d have the maximum time with Kestrel in range. The guns had been quickly wheeled into place, and now the crews were busy positioning the powder and ball for rapid fire. Once they were free from their unusual draught animals, they looked every bit the deadly queens of the battlefield that they were.
‘By the mark five,’ called the starboard leadsman. He must be feeling exposed there, outside the gunwales with nothing between him and the French guns.
‘Bring that man in,’ Holbrooke said to Varley. ‘We’ll manage with two leads on the larboard side, one at the fore-chains and one at the mizzen.’
‘They’ve opened fire,’ said Treganoc, who was watching everything with deep interest. Holbrooke noticed that he didn’t flinch, he just kept his eyes on the battery. ‘Just the one, probably testing the range. That’s a good battery commander over there.’
Holbrooke saw the fall of shot, it was at least two cables short. By the time the gun had reloaded the range would be good. He was aware of the leadsman moving from the starboard man-chains to the larboard mizzen.
‘Thank ‘ee, sir,’ the man said, knuckling his forehead as he passed Holbrooke, with the coils of his lead-line held in his fist, dripping water from the sailcloth apron that protected his clothes. That apron was Jackson’s doing. Holbrooke had served in ships where no protection was provided, and the unfortunate leadsman shivered in his soaked clothes.
‘Mister Deschamps, you may open fire by divisions.’
Kestrel’s battery was ordered into two divisions on each side; there was a quarter gunner for each division, but no master’s mates or midshipmen, they were in too short supply in this the smallest type of ship in the navy. That laid an extra responsibility upon the first lieutenant as he was deprived of a layer of command, though he had the advantage that the guns could all be seen from the quarterdeck in this flush-decked sloop.
‘Number one battery. Fire!’ shouted Deschamps. The sloop jerked as the four guns each spit their six pounds of iron simultaneously, followed by an ejection of smoke and flame from each barrel. Holbrooke trained his telescope on the French battery, but he could see no effect from the shot. Wait, he was wrong, there was a puff of dust fifty yards to the right of the target. Just a single shot had reached the shore, but it was well aimed to have pitched so close, at the very least it would give the enemy gunners something to think about.
Closer now, and the French battery fired together this time. A tense second or so passed and then the sea astern of the sloop was whipped up by the falling shot. The grouping was good, but the battery commander hadn’t made enough allowance for Kestrel’s speed. It was likely that he’d never had to consider how he’d engage a small naval target, and he’d know nothing of the tidal stream that was adding two knots to the sloop’s speed past the battery, even at this early stage of the ebb.
‘Number three division. Fire!’
That was better. Three of the shots reached the shore, and they were closer to the target. Holbrooke studied the field gun battery, hoping to detect some sign of distraction, but the gunners continued their cycle of loading and firing with no apparent concern at being under counter-battery fire. An officer was motioning the guns to traverse to the right, he at least had realised the crossing speed of his target. As Holbrooke watched, the three field guns fired in unison, their big wheels allowing them to recoil at least a dozen feet. It must be difficult, he thought, to have to adjust the elevation for each shot to allow for the way the ground beneath the guns had been churned up.
Crash! The sound came from for’rard and Kestrel shook at the impact. One of the four-pound balls had taken away a piece of the gunwale beside number one gun. The ball was only three inches in diameter, but it carried a deadly momentum, and the frail planking of this ex-privateer would barely keep out a musket ball. The gun was undamaged, but one of the crew was down, it looked like a splinter wound, and his mates were already hauling him clear towards the main hatch.
‘Belay that!’ shouted Deschamps. ‘Back to your gun, how dare you leave your station?’ The first lieutenant ran for’rard, his sword drawn and an ugly look on his face. He swung at the gun captain with the flat of his sword.
‘Three, Five and Seven guns ready to fire,’ reported the quarter-gunner, through the turmoil.
‘Mister Deschamps!’ called Holbrooke. ‘Return to the quarterdeck if you please.’
Holbrooke waved to the steady petty officer in charge of the division of guns. ‘Quarter Gunner carry on with your three guns. And get number one gun back into action.’
Deschamps was correct to an extent. The crew of that gun should have merely pulled the man clear and returned to the task of loading and firing. But he should have handled the situation better. He could have called for help from the second captains at the larboard battery to carry the man below. He most certainly shouldn’t be striking the men with the flat of his sword; that was a last resort when the men were deserting their stations in the heat of battle. With this steady crew, it could only have a bad outcome. He could see the gun captain, favouring his bruised shoulder where the blade had caught him. Holbrooke knew that he’d have to deal with this first lieutenant.
‘A hit, sir!’ That was Matross, the master gunner who had come up from the powder room, reasonably concluding that there was enough powder and shot at the guns for this engagement and he had no need to fill more.
Holbrooke had missed the fall of shot, but he could see with his naked eye that the field battery was in confusion. However, the gunner was wrong; they hadn’t hit one of the guns, but at least one ball had fallen within the battery and caused some damage.
The men were cheering. Let them, thought Holbrooke, as long as they continued to serve the guns.
Deschamps seemed to have regained control of himself, and he ordered number three division to fire. This time Holbrooke saw the fall of shot, nicely grouped and just behind the battery. He saw the French gunners duck as the roundshot came howling overhead. It must be terrifying, being so exposed, with no earthen ramparts, no masonry, not even a ships gunwale to protect them, and pitting their three four-pounders against the sloop’s eight starboard-side six-pounders. If only we could get a little closer, thought Holbrooke, a broadside of grapeshot would finish that battery. For a mad moment he thought of reducing sail and groping towards the shore to reduce the range, but of course, that was nonsense. It would only take a lucky shot from the French to disable Kestrel and leave her high on a sandbank as the tide receded.
The battery was right abeam now; this was the closest that they’d be, just about half a mile. The French commander had got his guns back into action and Kestrel was firing smoothly again. Another four-pounder shot thumped into the sloop’s hull. It was fortunate that the French army didn’t use chain-shot or bar-shot, they’d have been devastating against Kestrel’s spars and rigging.
Now the range was opening as Kestrel passed the narrowest part of the channel. The master brought Kestrel two points off the wind, and the tide was noticeably stronger, bearing the sloop away faster and faster.
‘One more broadside, Mister Deschamps, you may fire both divisions together.’ The first lieutenant had apparently recovered from his loss of control and his public rebuke and was again handling the guns proficiently.
Kestrel heeled to the recoil as the whole starboard battery fired. The wind had carried the smoke down towards the target, so it took a few moments before the results could be seen.
‘Another hit!’ shouted Matross, waving his hat in the air. ‘The centre gun’s overturned, and they’re milling around like a nest of ants.’
Holbrooke studied the scene. There were men on the ground, others helping them and yet more putting the guns back into order. That battery would cause them no more trouble today. By the time they had the remaining two guns reloaded and pointed, Kestrel would be out of range. But Treganoc was correct, that battery commander was a man of ability. His crews were still at their guns, racing to get them back into action even after they’d taken casualties. If the rest of the French at Emden were garrison troops, too old, too young or too unfit to serve in the field army, at least these artillerymen were solid professionals.
‘We’ll waste no more powder on them, Mister Deschamps, you may sponge out and stow.’
‘The Dutch boat has turned back, sir,’ said Varley quietly.
Holbrooke realised that he’d forgotten entirely about the gunboat. He looked searchingly at the master’s mate. Looking for some sign that Varley knew that he’d saved his captain from embarrassment. But there was nothing to tell from the man’s face, he stood immobile on the quarterdeck, scanning both shores, the estuary ahead and casting searching glances at the sails. What a difference between the two men, the first lieutenant and the master’s mate. One was excitable, volatile and gauche, the other composed, professional and poised. Political interest be damned, thought Holbrooke.
◆◆◆
 




11: … Shall Suffer Death
Sunday, First of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Off Borkum.
 
Kestrel was showing nothing more than a backed fore-topsail, a jib and a brailed mizzen. She was lying-to off the chain of islands just to seaward of the sandbank called Borkum Riffgat, in the part-German, part-Dutch language of these parts. The damage caused by the three French balls hadn’t been so severe, a piece of the capping knocked off the gunwale and two hits a few strakes above the waterline that hadn’t penetrated. The carpenter was leaving the work until daylight, and the man who’d been carried below in the heat of the action was doing well. A splinter from the fir gunwale capping had raked across the side of his chest, ruining his blue worsted jacket and his shirt and opening the flesh at the side of his chest so that the white of his ribs could be seen. Harris, the doctor, had stitched him up, noting with professional satisfaction that his ribcage had performed the function for which God had designed it. Meanwhile, one of the man’s messmates had performed the same service for the jacket and shirt, which were now soaking in fresh water to remove the blood; waste not, want not.
Nevertheless, the sloop wasn’t quiet. Dinner and the spirit issue had been delayed until the last dogwatch when Kestrel was clear of pilotage waters. The men could be heard celebrating what for many of them was their first action, a muted rumble of voices with an occasional burst of laughter or song. The quartermaster struck the bell three times; seven-thirty in the evening and above his head Holbrooke could hear the shuffle of feet as the helm was relieved, the glass turned, and fresh lookouts were posted. The waves slapped against Kestrel’s sides, and the wind sighed in the rigging, all the usual sounds of a ship at sea.
 Holbrooke was in his cabin, his journal was in front of him and his pen was charged, but no words had yet been written. He was considering what to do about his first lieutenant. Until today he’d imagined that Deschamps would settle in after a week or so at sea and had hoped that there’d be no scene before then, nothing that would call his conduct to the attention of the ship’s company. However, the events of the afternoon had dashed that hope; three-quarters of Kestrel’s people had seen him lose control and strike an able seaman, not an ordinary seaman or a landsman, but a man with fifteen years’ service behind him, a man who was laying out on a yardarm before Deschamps was breeched.
So here he was, sat in the solitude of his cabin, considering what he would say when he called his first lieutenant in, which he intended to do before eight bells. Holbrooke had not previously been in this position, at least not on this side of the table. But he could well remember a few difficult interviews in Fury, before the war, which he recalled with hot shame. How had Captain Carlisle handled those interviews? Certainly, he’d given Holbrooke the chance to redeem himself, and that was the example that would guide his conduct of this meeting. In any case, his innate decency wouldn’t allow him to blast a man’s career after so little time together. Then, of course, he didn’t know the force of Deschamps’ political connections. Would it be possible to do anything about his first lieutenant? Would Clevland tell him that he must persevere? Yes, a second chance, for many reasons.
As Holbrooke was preparing his thoughts, there was a knock at the door. He was surprised to see Deschamps enter without asking permission, a set, grim look on his face. Holbrooke could see that his plan for the interview was already in ruins.
‘I’d welcome a moment of your time, sir,’ he said, his belligerent expression unchanged, and he walked boldly into the cabin, staggering slightly as the sloop nudged into a wave.
‘Take a seat, Mister Deschamps. I was going to call for you, but here you are. What can I do for you?’ asked Holbrooke in as cordial a tone as he could manage.
Deschamps remained standing. Whether he’d heard the invitation to sit was unclear, but he supported himself with one hand on Holbrooke’s desk as he swayed unsteadily to the pitch and roll. Was he drunk? It seemed likely, this moderate motion shouldn’t bother anyone after five days at sea.
‘I have come to tell you, sir…’ he appeared to lose his train of thought for a moment. ‘I have come to tell you that I resent the way you spoke to me on deck today.’ Having stated his complaint – clearly a prepared speech but even then, he had difficulty with the delivery – he stood unsteadily clutching the desk, staring at his captain with unconcealed dislike, his chin jutting forward, and his shoulders set.
Holbrooke was speechless. Now he could see that Deschamps was drunk, even by the standards of a navy that issued half a pint of spirits or a gallon of small beer to each man every day. But drunk or sober, he’d never witnessed an officer talking to his captain in this manner. A year ago, in the Caribbean, he’d seen a first lieutenant treat a post-captain with disrespect, but they weren’t commissioned into the same ship, and there was a degree of ambiguity in their relative status. That encounter had turned out badly for the first lieutenant. But here Holbrooke was, in his own ship, with his duly appointed second-in-command drunk in his cabin, and apparently contesting his authority.
Holbrooke looked steadily at his first lieutenant. ‘Mister Deschamps, we’ll talk about this in the morning. Meanwhile, you should turn in,’ he said coldly.
‘That I won’t. We’ll have this out here and now or I’ll be glad to meet you ashore,’ he shouted, banging his fist on the desk and pressing his face close to Holbrooke’s. His breath stank of brandy.
Now the wretched man had challenged him. There was no way back from this position.
‘To your cabin, Mister Deschamps, or I’ll call the sentry, and have you taken there,’ said Holbrooke, rising and keeping the desk between him and the first lieutenant. If he was attacked, which seemed possible in the first lieutenant’s present state, he wanted some solid furniture in his way; there was nothing honourable about brawling with an intoxicated subordinate.
‘No you won’t, you upstart,’ and to Holbrooke’s horror he saw that his first lieutenant had a dirk at his waist, and he was fumbling for it. He’d noticed that weapon before; it was quite normal for an officer to carry such a small token of his martial honour, but to draw it in his captain’s cabin …
Holbrooke took a step back and prepared to defend himself. ‘Sentry!’ he called, but at that moment Deschamps lurched forward, the dirk before him, aimed for Holbrooke’s gut in a killing move.
From there, things moved fast, and later it was difficult for Holbrooke to arrange the facts in the correct sequence. The cabin door flew open, and the marine started to enter, his musket held before him but his bayonet still in its frog; he’d be too late to intervene. Then Holbrooke sensed a disturbance behind him, and in one rapid movement, his servant leapt from the scullery, knocking Holbrooke aside and grasping the first lieutenant’s wrist in a vice-like grip. Serviteur was a big, powerful man and he’d already formed an opinion of this new first lieutenant: he didn’t like him, and he didn’t trust him. There was a crack, a howl of pain and Deschamps was on the floor, his wrist broken – a compound fracture with white bone showing past his cuff – and the dirk was spinning away across the deck. That tableaux would be imprinted upon Holbrooke’s mind for the rest of his life; the pitiful wreck of the lieutenant confined in the powerful arms of his black servant, blood pulsing from the inside of his wrist where the bone had pierced the skin. The marine sentry was fumbling for his bayonet, unsure what do next. Then, Treganoc appeared at the door. By sheer chance he’d been approaching the cabin – checking on his sentries before the change of the watch – just in time to hear Holbrooke’s shout and see the marine disappear inside.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke was still trying to compose himself half an hour later. Serviteur, however, appeared unaffected by the drama. He’d cleaned the blood from his shirt and returned to the cabin, bringing hot coffee and offering brandy. Holbrooke gratefully accepted the coffee but refused the brandy; somehow it had lost its attraction after smelling it on his first lieutenant’s breath. He was trying to remember the exact words that Deschamps had used and was writing them into his journal, to be used as testimony in the court-martial. For this was a capital offence, and the twenty-first article of war left little room for manoeuvre: If any officer … shall strike any of his superior officers, or draw, or offer to draw, or lift up any weapon against him … shall suffer death. He could hear Deschamps’ muted howls. Presumably, Harris was working on his wrist, trying to save the man’s hand, or at least his life. But to what end? Nothing could save Deschamps from the noose.
 The knock at the door startled Holbrooke. He really needed to get a grip on himself. He’d been in action before, he’d killed men and prevented men killing him, but then it had never been personal. This was personal.
‘Evening, sir.’ It was Jackson, the bosun and a long-time shipmate of Holbrooke’s. Jackson was the very first of what could be called Holbrooke’s followers. The bosun owed his warrant to Holbrooke, but then Holbrooke owed his life to Jackson. ‘Mister Deschamps is in his cabin, sir, lashed into his cot and I tied the knots myself; he won’t be getting out again. Mister Harris has finished twisting the bones around – that was the noise you could hear, the screaming and such – and he’s just stitching him up. Mister Treganoc sends his respects, he’s placed two sentries at your door and two at the first lieutenant’s door. He’ll stay with Harris until the work’s done, then he’ll report to you.’
Jackson looked quizzically at Holbrooke, appraising him. He knew very well that his captain was no coward. He’d followed Holbrooke onto the deck of the French frigate Vulcain when all appeared lost, and he’d seen Holbrooke deal with an assassination attempt in Kingston. No, his officer was no coward, but this evening his face was pale, and he looked shocked.
‘We’re well shot of him, sir, and the court martial will settle his hash once and for all. I can swear to the fact that he was drunk when he left the gunroom, and there’s at least six of us can swear the same. He went to his cabin and as far as we can tell downed half a bottle of brandy in five minutes. Plucking up his courage, you could say, but he’ll need more than courage now,’ Jackson added brutally. ‘Still, it’s fortunate that Serviteur was there.’
‘Aye, it is that, Jackson,’ replied Holbrooke, still not trusting himself to a long speech.
‘It was a good day’s work when he came aboard to sign on. I saw his little fishing boat sinking before my very eyes. A good day for him and a better day for us.’
Even in his shock and mental turmoil, Holbrooke couldn’t help noticing how Jackson so casually linked their fates together. What was good for Holbrooke was good for Jackson, and vice-versa. When Holbrooke had been made commander and commissioned into Kestrel, it was taken as read that he’d ask for a bosun’s warrant for Jackson, and a grateful commander-in-chief at Port Royal had granted the request. Their fortunes were bound together until the exigencies of the service should part them, and they needed to look after each other. And now he was including Serviteur in the chain of patronage. Is this how it works? thought Holbrooke. Do I gather followers without having any say in the matter?
‘Would you call in the master, please, Mister Jackson?’
Jackson turned to go but paused at the door. ‘Do you know, sir, what a thrill it still gives me to be called Mister Jackson? It’s like a dream, and I’m frightened in case I wake up. I only wish my mother had lived to hear it,’ and he closed the door softly as he left.
◆◆◆
 
‘Well, this is a bad business, sir. I’ve never heard anything like it. A first lieutenant taking a dirk to his captain? You know he was drunk when we took on the horse artillery, sir?’ asked the master.
‘No, I didn’t. Was Deschamps often drunk, Mister Fairview? You can reserve that answer if you like. Doubtless you’ll be asked something like that at the court martial.’
‘Oh, I’m happy to let you know, now that I can speak freely.’
Holbrook looked questioningly at the master.
‘Well, it’s hard to criticise a first lieutenant to his captain, it seems dishonourable in a way. But he won’t be in this ship much longer, and the truth will come out eventually. The fact is, sir, that Mister Deschamps was a quarrelsome drunkard who shirked his duties and used his rank to bully his messmates.’
‘Thank you, Mister Fairview, no doubt you’ll attest to that when the time comes.’
‘That I will, and the others of the gunroom. It’s not for a court’s ears, sir, but I don’t doubt that Mister Treganoc would have called him out the next time we touched land, so it’s safe to say that he was a doomed man anyway. I can’t imagine him standing long against that marine wielding either pistol or blade.’
‘Well, enough of that now,’ he passed his hand across his eyes, trying to focus on the next things that needed to be done.
There was another knock on the door, and Treganoc came in, looking grave and severe, followed by Chalmers.
‘May I ask after your health, sir?’ asked Chalmers. ‘The doctor sends his respects, and he’s at your disposal as soon as he’s settled Mister Deschamps’ wrist.’
‘The man will never fight a duel, that’s for certain,’ added Treganoc with a wry smile. ‘Which is a pity, in a way.’
‘I’m well, thank you,’ replied Holbrooke wondering whether the marine lieutenant assumed that the quarrel between him and Deschamps was common knowledge. ‘However, the doctor may see me to satisfy his medical particulars whenever he pleases,’ he added with a smile that yet looked like a grimace. ‘Now, we have some decisions to make, but before we start, would you give me your best estimate of when we can make Harwich, Mister Fairview?’
The master fished out a scrap of paper. ‘I was looking at this just before you called for me, sir. We’re some seventy-four leagues from Harwich. The wind’s backing again so we should be able to make it on the larboard tack. We could be there in the forenoon watch on Tuesday. If you wanted Sheerness, the Nore or Chatham, then Tuesday afternoon or dogs. Or we could make the London river on Wednesday forenoon.’
‘Then it seems that you’ve read my mind, Master, and I’m grateful. All things considered, we must return to England so that we can turn Mister Deschamps over to a hospital and so that I can explain myself to their Lordships. Now, we’ve fulfilled the first part of my orders, at least partially. I don’t expect Commodore Holmes to arrive on station for two months yet, so we still have time to stir up the French supply chain after I’ve been to London. If I can get a post-chaise to the Admiralty on Wednesday, I can be back on board on Thursday and Kestrel can be back on station on Saturday, weather permitting. We’ll have lost only five days.’
Holbrooke winced as he spoke. There was always a possibility – a distinct possibility – that either Admiral Forbes or Clevland would deem that he’d proved himself incapable of handling his officers, that he was deficient in leadership. In that case, he wouldn’t be coming back from London.
‘Is it really necessary to return, sir?’ asked Chalmers. ‘Can’t we stay at sea until the commodore arrives?’
‘No,’ replied Holbrooke firmly. ‘Mister Deschamps has some kind of influence, or at least his father has.’ Which is why Admiral Forbes said that he must have a ship, he reminded himself, privately. ‘Anything that concerns this unfortunate incident must be open to the most rigorous inspection. He must be landed without delay, and Harwich is the closest port with a good road to London. Besides, it’s our support base for this operation.’
‘If you’ll excuse me then, sir, I’ll take the deck and start making way to the southwest. There’s not a moment to lose,’ said Fairview, hurrying out of the door.
◆◆◆
 




12: Political Compromise
Tuesday, Third of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. Harwich.
 
It was astonishing how the officers of the sloop had immediately started to bond as soon as the drunken, bullying first lieutenant had been removed from his duty. The doctor had stitched his artery, re-positioned the bones as best he could and stitched the skin of his wrist, but he had little hope that the hand could be saved, and the severity of the injury gave cause to fear for the man’s life. Probably it didn’t matter, he reminded himself. The man was doomed to be hanged, or shot if the court was feeling merciful. He had only weeks left to miss that hand. Harris had kept him sedated in his cabin and Jackson checked his bindings every watch. The ex-first lieutenant was going nowhere except to a hospital, under guard.
True to the master’s prediction, Kestrel came to anchor in the Stour off the King’s Yard in Harwich just after sunrise on Tuesday. The yard hadn’t woken up yet, and all was stillness. Only the outlines of half a dozen vessels in various stages of construction proved that this was a working commercial shipyard, turning out sloops, frigates and ships-of-the-line for the King’s service. Towering over them all, her timbers outlined against the rising sun, was the skeletal outline of a huge seventy-gun two-decker, already allocate the name Conqueror.
Holbrooke gathered his officers together as his boat was being readied to take him ashore.
‘Mister Fairview, would you look after the formalities? I’m sure that you can deal with the port commissioner and his minions.’
The master nodded his agreement. ‘They won’t care about us in any case, sir. A little foreign-looking sloop under Admiralty orders? They’ll just be glad that we don’t want anything!’
That was the advantage with Harwich and part of Holbrooke’s reason for choosing it over the Nore or anywhere up the London River. The King’s Yard had been leased to civilian contractors for many years, and the remaining naval establishment at Harwich was tiny, just a storehouse and a very junior commissioner. If he could decently ignore an unexpected visit, he’d probably do so gladly.
‘Mister Treganoc, I have a particular service for you. It’s vital that no word of the circumstances of Mister Deschamps’ injury should leak out before the Admiralty is informed. Please ensure that no person other than Mister Fairview and Mister Harris goes ashore on any pretext whatsoever and that no person from the shore sets foot on board. We’re stored for three months, so there’s nothing that the purser urgently needs. I repeat, no contact with the shore, for anyone.’
‘Very well, sir,’ replied Treganoc. ‘I’ll see to that.’
‘And Mister Harris. As far as the hospital is concerned, it was an accident, is that clear? If you can keep him sedated, so much the better.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ the doctor replied. ‘I’ve enough laudanum to keep him under for a week, and I’d do that in any case. He’ll be in pain when the tincture is withdrawn.’
‘Then I’ll be back, I trust, tomorrow or perhaps Thursday, and I intend to sail as soon as the tide serves. I’ll consider who’ll serve as acting first lieutenant when I’m back, but for now, Mister Fairview, you command in my absence.’
Holbrooke hurried ashore to find a post-chaise that would take him to London without any delay. He was lucky; the port commissioner had arrived from a visit to the Navy Board the evening before, and the shay was looking for passengers to make its return trip profitable. Holbrooke’s offer to pay the whole fare was snapped up. He briefly wondered whether he could claim the shay as expenses – the Navy Board clerks were notorious for rejecting anything out of the ordinary – but he dismissed it as a concern for another day. It was still dark when the driver cracked his whip, and the horses moved faster and faster, the wheels rattling on the cobbles as they sped out of town. Colchester and Chelmsford passed in a blur; they were through Brentford shortly after midday and on the last stretch from Ilford before dark. The shay pulled up outside the Admiralty at six o’clock with Holbrooke praying that Admiral Forbes was in the building or could be called.
◆◆◆
 
The same porter showed Holbrooke into the waiting room. This time one of the leather wing chairs was free, and he sat on it with as much trepidation as he would have perched atop a keg of black powder. Without any hurry, the porter took his letter and disappeared through the same door. Holbrooke waited impatiently. Not for anything would he pace the room, even though his ten hours in the shay had stiffened his legs and given him an aching back that badly needed to be exercised. In the event, the porter was only gone ten minutes.
‘Admiral Forbes will see you now, sir,’ he said, leading him away.
The admiral looked as though he hadn’t moved since Holbrooke was in this very room two weeks before.
‘Commander Holbrooke, it’s strange to see you again so soon,’ he said, not looking pleased. ‘I’ve read your report; perhaps you’d tell of the events in your own words.’
Holbrooke recounted the bare facts as the admiral listened in silence.
‘This is a bad business, Holbrooke. Deschamps will have to pay for this, of course, votes or no votes. We can’t have first lieutenants running around attacking their captains, an example will have to be made. Now, you say that your servant saved you. He’ll need to testify of course; do you see any problem with that?’
‘I regret that I do, sir. He’s a freed black slave from Saint Domingue. He volunteered into Medina off Cape François in November and Admiral Cotes signed him over to Kestrel when I took command. I’m not sure what weight a court martial will give to his evidence.’
‘Hm,’ the admiral looked thoughtfully. ‘Were there no other witnesses?’
‘The marine sentry, sir, he came in when I called him, just as the attack was happening. He was in time to see the attack but too late to prevent it.’
‘That’s better, but it’s still a private marine and a freed slave – a French freed slave – against what will undoubtedly be a different story, and that from a gentleman and the son of a Member of Parliament. Is there anything else that may help our case?’
Holbrooke noticed that the admiral was taking a share of the ownership of this problem, he wasn’t leaving the young commander to sink or swim on his own. That must indicate that he wasn’t entirely surprised at the turn of events. Deschamps must have had a reputation before he was appointed to Kestrel. Holbrooke remembered the manner in which the admiral had told him of his new first lieutenant, it had been almost apologetic.
‘The marine lieutenant, Mister Treganoc, came in just behind the sentry. He saw Deschamps being restrained by my servant but was too late to see the attack in progress. Most of the other officers saw Deschamps leave the gunroom drunk, swearing he’d thrash me if I didn’t apologise.’
‘Come now, that’s better,’ the admiral said brightly. ‘The testimony of a clutch of warrant officers and a lieutenant of marines should hold water. But it’ll be a problem for the ministry if the old man withholds his votes. Ah, here’s Clevland, he’ll know what to do.’
Holbrook carefully recounted the story to the secretary to the board. He was a much more political animal than the admiral, more street-wise and with his ear to the workings of the House. When Holbrooke had finished, Clevland sat in silence, his face set in the expression of a man weighing up the odds. Forbes and Holbrooke were silent also, only the ticking of a clock broke the stillness of the Admiralty on this cold and wet Tuesday evening in January.
‘I have a thought, but it requires your agreement, Holbrooke. However, I believe it’s in your interest, so you’ll hear me out.’
Holbrooke nodded cautiously.
‘You have a problem, Mister Holbrooke. Your two witnesses to the assault will be demolished in a court martial, and you have only circumstantial evidence otherwise. No, don’t interrupt,’ he said holding up his hand and looking irritated.
‘If – and I say if advisedly – this goes to court martial you run the risk of it ending in a prosecution of yourself, and your servant. The death penalty for him certainly, but also for you unless you’re lucky and can be merely dismissed the service for perjury.’
‘But that’s ridiculous…,’ Holbrooke started to say, rising from his chair.
‘Pray, don’t interrupt again,’ said Clevland in measured tones, the steel showing through the velvet glove.
Holbrooke closed his mouth and sat back onto the edge of the chair, his back straight and his expression defiant.
‘Now, the ministry also has a problem. Those two votes that come with the borough of Midsummer are crucial. You did know that his father is the member for the Midsummers? Well, they could mean the difference between government bills passing and not passing, between Anson having his new ships and the money being frittered away on the army or some pet project of whichever member shouts loudest. The loss of those two votes can influence the course of this war far more than your sloop can ever do, far more than a squadron of ships-of-the-line, in fact.’
Clevland paused, was it for effect? Yes, he was letting the importance of this affair sink in, and Holbrooke was interested to see that he wasn’t the only intended audience; the secretary was stirring the admiral up as well. Forbes looked uncomfortable but had the grace to say nothing.
‘There is a solution, and I commend it to you, Captain Holbrooke,’ said Clevland. He took a deep breath. ‘The assault didn’t happen. Deschamps sustained his wound in action against the French field guns, and there will be no need for a court martial. If he lives, Deschamps will have a pension for the rest of his life in recognition of his honourable injuries. You will never suggest to anyone that there is a different story. If it leaks out from your people, then you’ll ignore it. I assume you can have that conversation with your officers, to achieve their silence?’
Holbrooke nodded dumbly.
‘Good. I’ll deal with the elder Deschamps. Once I’ve finished with him, he’ll be grateful that we’ve kept this quiet and will be indebted to the government and even more obliged to support us. You’ll be free of a counter-suit, your servant will live, and the affair will be over.’
Holbrooke thought for a moment. ‘Is this really possible, sir,’ he asked. ‘I’m rather out of my depth here.’
‘Yes, you certainly are out of your depth Mister Holbrooke and don’t go imagining otherwise. Believe me, it’s not only possible but essential. It’s the best of all solutions. Courts martial are unpredictable and do nobody any good, just ask Admirals Matthews or Lestock, or anybody who sat on Byng’s board.’
Clevland didn’t even look in the admiral’s direction but kept his eyes on Holbrooke. However, from the way that Forbes shifted uncomfortably in his seat, it was clear that the arrow had hit home.
‘But I have over a hundred men on board, some of them are bound to talk,’ said Holbrooke, despairingly.
‘And nobody will take any notice of them. But the best way to ensure their silence is to distract them. Prizes, Mister Holbrooke, and action against the enemy. Keep ‘em busy and give ‘em something to look forward to. And if you’ll take my advice, just drop a few hints that their prize money will be delayed if a court martial is convened. Let slip that a court martial will jam up the process until the legalities are all over and that could take years. It’s probably true, at that.’
Holbrooke nodded. There was sense in what Clevland said, even he could see that. Rumours would circulate, but only between sailors, and if Kestrel was successful, the lower deck would soon forget all about the first lieutenant who lasted less than a week. In a month they wouldn’t remember his name.
 ‘There are no great names involved here,’ said Clevland, apparently reading Holbrooke’s mind, ‘and if Kestrel is back at sea, can you be there tomorrow? Even better. If Kestrel is back off the Ems for a month or so, it’ll be old news when you return, if it becomes news at all.’
Holbrooke thought for a moment, but there really was no decision to make. If he defied Clevland, he’d walk out of here a half pay commander with no ship – no hope of a ship, ever again – and a lawsuit against him. And Serviteur would certainly be hanged.
‘Then I agree, sir.’
‘Excellent, Holbrooke,’ the admiral interrupted, taking over the proceedings. ‘Then let’s get you away from here. Is there anything I can do?’
Holbrooke thought rapidly. Could he ask a favour at this moment? Yes, he thought. He’d solved a problem for these men.
‘A first lieutenant, perhaps, sir,’ said Holbrooke without much hope.
‘A first lieutenant, by tomorrow? You surely jest, sir.’
Clevland coughed pointedly. ‘The young man who was to see you today but is bidden to return tomorrow. Is that not a solution, Admiral?’
The admiral slapped his palm against his forehead. ‘Of course. Young Lynton passed for lieutenant on Monday. Good God, is that only yesterday? You wouldn’t have heard, of course, Holbrooke. He’s been haunting the waiting room ever since. Perfect. Will you take him?’
‘With all my heart, sir, with all my heart,’ replied Holbrooke, his mood lifting for the first time since he quit the Ems estuary.
‘Then the porter will know where he’s lodging. If you can get him back here by eleven o’clock, then I can run by and sign his commission after my appointment this evening. Clevland, would you have it made out?’
‘That I will, sir. Now, Mister Holbrooke, if you make a note when you submit your expenses, refer to Clevland, the chances are that the Navy Board clerks will pass it without bothering me, but if they do, then I’ll approve it. You did well in getting here without delay; you showed good judgement in leaving the Ems. But now your sloop must be back at sea on Thursday at the latest, with Mister Lynton as your first lieutenant.’
◆◆◆
 
It was dark when the shay came to a halt beside the jetty in Harwich. Holbrooke and Lynton were both shattered after a late meeting at the Admiralty, where Lynton received the coveted commission. They’d had a broken night sharing a room off the Strand and an early morning search for a post chaise. Fairview met them on the jetty. He’d been waiting since dusk, which he thought the first possible time that Holbrooke could return.
‘You know Mister Fairview, I think,’ Holbrooke said to Lynton. ‘Mister Fairview, I present Mister Lynton, our once and future first lieutenant.’
Holbrooke’s good humour was evident, which surprised Fairview who could guess at the dark time that he must have had in the Admiralty. However, the master recovered quickly from his surprise. He’d joined Kestrel a day before Lynton had left, so they’d at least met, although he hadn’t expected that they’d be shipmates so soon after.
‘Explanations can wait until later,’ said Holbrooke. ‘Lend a hand with the dunnage, would you?’
The longboat had been waiting for them fifty yards off the jetty, riding to a grapnel. It now came alongside with a rush and Jackson leapt for the shore before the bow oar could pass his painter.
‘I’ve been ensuring that your orders are obeyed, sir. Boat’s crews are great gossips,’ he whispered. Then he recognised the cloaked figure beside Holbrooke. ‘Why, Mister Lynton, I’m pleased to see you. Are you joining us? It’ll be just like old times.’
Kestrel’s anchor had been at short stay since the boat had taken the master and bosun to the jetty, and now it was a matter of minutes to heave it clear of the Stour mud. The strong ebb tide and the south-westerly wind bore them quickly out of the river and into the North Sea, the lights of Harwich and Felixstowe fading rapidly as they set a course back to the Ems.
◆◆◆
 




13: The Plan
Thursday, Fifth of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Texel, Northeast-by-East 20 Leagues.
 
Lynton slipped back into the role of first lieutenant as though he’d just been on leave for a week. Deschamps hadn’t been forgotten, but the memory of his brief spell in Kestrel was becoming hazier as each hour passed. Clevland was right; he’d be all but forgotten in a few weeks, particularly if the people had something else to think about. Meanwhile, with a quartering wind the sloop made good progress overnight, slipping through the dark expanses of the cold North Sea heading for the eastern shore. After a good breakfast, Holbrooke called his principal officers into the cabin.
‘Now then, gentlemen,’ said Holbrooke as they crowded around a chart of the North Sea. ‘I’ve a feeling that the Dutch won’t be expecting us back so soon, and in any case, they probably won’t have alerted the coastal trade. I’m going to try our luck off the Dutch coast.’ He indicated the chain of islands curving away to the northeast: Texel, Vlieland, Schelling, Ameland, Schiermonk and finally Rottum, where the Dutch Republic gave way to the first of the East Frisia islands, Borkum. Between Rottum and Borkum lay the Western Ems estuary, the border between the nominally neutral Seven Provinces and French-occupied East Frisia.
‘My last information is that the French army still holds the line of the Weser,’ he pointed to the bight in the coast some twenty leagues east of the Ems, where the Weser and the Jade met the sea. ‘They also have a lighter presence further east on the Elbe.’ They could all see the great river that flowed through Hamburg and effectively cut the French off from the Baltic. It must be very tempting for the French to believe that they could open a land route to the sea that washed the shores of Russia, Finland, Sweden and a host of smaller states. It was the region that supplied much of Britain’s shipbuilding raw materials: pitch, hemp, tar, masts and spars, although the tallest timber now came from New England. If the French could cut off that trade, they’d hit the British navy harder than they would by winning a fleet action.
‘However, Prince Ferdinand is planning a spring offensive and is already putting pressure on the French. Their land supply lines are over-extended, and the only way to move the bulk of food, ammunition and stores that they need is by sea.’
A part of Holbrooke’s mind was wondering why he hadn’t had this discussion with his officers before, when they left Harwich for the first time. But of course, he knew the answer. It was the unsettling presence of Deschamps who made this kind of collegiate gathering at best awkward and at worst impossible. However, the men gathered around him now were of a different stamp and it was a pleasure to be able to open up to them.
On the chart, the French situation was obvious. Their army was over three hundred miles from France, and the inhabitants of all those German lands were hostile to them. Even the Austrian Netherlands would be of little help. As political allies, the French and Austrians may coordinate their grand strategies, but their armies in the field had little in common, and their logistic arrangements were entirely separate.
‘If they try to supply from France by sea, they have to run right through the straits in the teeth of our channel gropers.’ Holbrooke was using the slang name for the force of sloops, frigates and smaller fourth-rates that secured the narrow seas, leaving the Channel Fleet – mighty second and third-rates for the most part – free to blockade Brest and the Western Approaches. ‘My guess is that they’ll buy supplies from the Dutch and contract them to be shipped in Dutch vessels that’ll run up the coast to Emden. I also expect them to ship supplies into Bremen, here on the east bank of the Weser, until Prince Ferdinand pushes them back, but that’s none of our business and Commodore Holmes will be there in a few weeks.’
Holbrooke let his officers digest that information for a few moments.
‘The importance of Emden is clear. By the spring, if the allied advance goes to plan, it’ll be the only port capable of receiving vessels that are big enough to deliver the volume of stores that they need. Our task is to make Emden an expensive place for the Dutch merchants to do business.’
There were nods around the table. Only Holbrooke had been briefed at the Admiralty, so he spoke with authority, although they were all intelligent men and could see the strategic issues.
‘Now, if I were the master of a Dutch merchantman with a cargo of supplies for the French army, I’d prefer to take the inshore route from the Zuiderzee behind the islands and into the Ems. If I were ordered to Bremen, I’d continue inside the Frisian islands to the Weser. I’d avoid the open sea because I’d be concerned that the British navy would consider my cargo contraband. Which, of course, we do.’
‘However, the inshore passage is dependent upon the tides, and anything larger than a ship’s boat needs to anchor or take the ground twice a day. That’ll add two days to the Ems voyage and three to the Weser. They can make three or four runs offshore to every two inshore, and that’s money lost to the Dutchmen, and you all know about the Dutch and their guilders!’
That raised a laugh; the Dutch were famous throughout the world as single-minded profit-driven merchants. Wherever there was a gold coin to be made, there would be a Dutchman.
‘They’ll know that the channel gropers don’t generally go past Dunkirk, and there’s been no British cruiser in the area since Hind in November. I’m betting that they’ll risk the seaward passage outside the islands, at least until they know that we’re here. They’ll pick up their cargoes in and around Amsterdam, in the Holland province, and they’ll come out through the Texel Passage, here.’ Holbrooke pointed to the narrow passage between the mainland and the most southerly and westerly of the islands. Every British seaman knew about the Texel; previous generations had fought the Dutch off that narrow passage through three wars, and they hadn’t always won.
‘Excuse me, sir,’ asked Lynton. ‘Why wouldn’t they just run supplies across the Ems from the Dutch side of the estuary? They could do that with much less risk, and it could be done overnight. We may not even know that it’s happening.’
‘Yes, I’m certain they’ll do so, to a limited extent. But Groningen is a poor province, and it won’t provide enough surplus to satisfy the French army. Unless they use Delfzijl, which we can blockade, only the smallest hoys and barges can use the mud-holes that pass for harbours in the Dollart, and they won’t carry more than a couple of tons. No, for the volume of stores that an army requires, they’ll need to go to Holland, and they’ll need to ship it by sea. Holland is the centre for distribution of produce for the Seven Provinces, and it’s the financial heart too. And as you can see on the chart, in Holland everything must go by water.’
‘Aye, I’ve sailed in the Zuiderzee,’ said the master. ‘It’s full of coasters and barges running the farm produce from one place to another, and they’re all built to take the ground over low tide.’
‘Then lay off a course for the Texel Passage, Master. Let’s not disturb the Dutch merchants today but lay-to overnight and we’ll be ready to meet them at dawn tomorrow.’
◆◆◆
 
It was an uncomfortable night on the Broad Fourteens bank. The southwesterly wind kicked up a short, vicious sea over the shallow expanse of sand and mud, and Kestrel pitched, rolled and corkscrewed so that even the old salts retired to their hammocks or sought out corners of the ship where they could wedge themselves in. On deck it was cold; not the bitter, killing cold that easterly winds would bring, but a damp, chilly air that seeped into the clothing and worsened any colds or fevers that the men already had. The surgeon’s mate and the loblolly boy were hard at work all night, administering syrups and pastilles. They had plenty of customers; sailors were terrible hypochondriacs and would as soon miss their grog as pass up free medicines.
Holbrooke, Lynton, Chalmers and Treganoc had finished supper in the great cabin and were enjoying a brandy and the cigars that Serviteur had produced, from who-knew-where. Fairview had the deck; it seemed to be his particular joy to be on the quarterdeck in the most uncomfortable situations.
‘Then the incident with Deschamps can be considered closed?’ asked Chalmers. It was a strained question, delivered through clenched teeth. The chaplain-cum-able seaman was bracing himself against the ship’s motion, an arm wrapped around the back of his chair and both feet firmly planted against the lockers under the stern windows. The chair, of course, was lashed to a ringbolt and the ropes strained and groaned as Kestrel laboured through the night.
‘I hope so,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘I must say that I had misgivings letting him off so easily, and I still doubt that it can be kept completely quiet. But the political argument is compelling. Do you know that Clevland actually stated, not just in my hearing, but with Admiral Forbes present, that two votes for the government are worth more than a squadron of ship-of-the-line? I don’t believe I’ve ever seen an admiral, and an Admiralty Lord to boot, look so uncomfortable.’
‘Then we’re all the pawns of politics,’ said Treganoc. ‘Where then is our honour?’
He looked thoughtful for a few seconds, then decided to speak again, his words spilling out as though confessing to something mildly discreditable.
‘You know, I’d have called Deschamps out at the next port if he hadn’t attacked you and caused his own downfall. I cannot abide an officer who treats the men the way he did. Oh, I accept that the petty officers must start the men occasionally to keep them at their work, and the bosun must use his rattan, but more judiciously. That’s a different matter, it’s between men of broadly the same class, and they don’t resent it, in general. But a gentleman should never, never hit one of the people. We expect the death penalty if a seaman or marine should strike one of us, and that establishes a very different relationship and a responsibility to protect the men from ever getting into that situation.’
‘May I ask,’ said Chalmers, ‘on what grounds you’d have called him out, if you don’t mind.’
‘I don’t mind telling you, or anyone, Mister Chalmers. He struck one of my men, Corporal Tresco. I didn’t see the blow, which is perhaps just as well, but I heard the rumour and quizzed my man. There’s no doubt. He struck him a blow with his fist when the two of them collided on deck as the ship rolled. Any other officer would have laughed it off, or at worst told the man to mind his step. It may even have strengthened the relationship between the officer and the man. But no, he struck Tresco with his fist, on the side of the head, and the bruise is still there to be seen. Tresco, of course, took the blow, touched his cap, and passed on. If there’s any humour in the situation, it’s that Tresco was a prizefighter before he took the King’s shilling; Deschamps would have stood no chance in a stand-up fight. But then, of course, Tresco would have been hanged.’
‘Then it’s as well that he’s gone,’ said Chalmers. ‘We can do without that kind of grit in the wheels.’
‘However, and for your ears only, gentlemen, there are two other reasons why I accepted Clevland’s plan,’ said Holbrooke. He had their attention now. They had each been affected by Deschamps’ behaviour in his few days as the first lieutenant, and anything to do with him was intensely interesting. ‘The first of the two perhaps reflects less well on me.’
He described Clevland’s argument about the strength of the witnesses who would be called to give evidence, and his opinion that the verdict could easily be in the balance. Holbrooke was aware that he could be heard from the scullery, and he knew that Serviteur was in there, cleaning dishes and glasses and ready in case his captain needed him. That was partly why he was telling the story.
‘And so, you see, it wasn’t at all clear that Deschamps would be convicted. It would only need a few members who owed the father a favour – and there must be many in the service – and Serviteur could have found himself on trial for his life. I, of course, would also be open to prosecution in those circumstances, for perjury if for nothing else.’
Treganoc looked thoughtful. Clearly, he had high-minded notions of honour, and he was working this one through, attempting to form his own view. What would he have done?
‘And the last reason won’t surprise you at all. The navy cannot afford any more high-profile courts martial. The trials after Toulon are still poisoning the service, and that was thirteen years ago! And of course, Byng was shot only last year. Without public confidence in the navy, the nation is finished. We may as well give up on our colonies, fold up the empire, build a wall at the high-tide mark and retreat from the world.’
‘Hear, hear,’ exclaimed Treganoc. ‘I’m convinced. I drink to your wisdom Captain Holbrooke.’
‘And I drink to Deschamps’ boorish behaviour,’ said Lynton, raising his glass to the alarm of his shocked fellows. ‘For without his expulsion from this select group, I’d still be wearing the seats in the Admiralty waiting room thin, and then with no better expectation than to be sent to some damned fourth-rate as the junior. But here I am, and very grateful for it. Living proof that it’s an ill wind that blows nobody any good.’
◆◆◆
 




14: The Rule of 1756
Saturday, Seventh of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Off Schelling.
 
The two Dutch bilanders, so alike that they must have been built side-by-side in the same shipyard, were lying-to under Kestrel’s guns. It had been a civilised affair; they hadn’t even tried to run. How could they with Kestrel between them and their only refuge, the intricate web of channels behind the islands? A single gun had sufficed to persuade them to back their tops’ls and await a boarding party.
‘If their cargo is for the French in Emden, then they’re ours,’ said Holbrooke to Lynton. ‘Take a boarding party, Schoonderwoerd is waiting to go with you to speak their language. Look carefully at their inventory. You’re looking for anything that suggests that their cargo is not for the French army. Particularly anything that’s consigned to that Austrian detachment that may or may not exist. Here’s a summary of the Rule of 1756. As a matter of form, you should read it to them. Good luck.’
The wind had turned easterly and brought in the snow. On land, the fields and dykes would be covered, and the rivers and ponds would be thick enough for ice-skating. There’d be frost fairs in the towns of Holland. Here at sea, there were a few flurries of snow and the air was bitter, but at least the wind had dropped, and Lynton had a relatively easy time of it, being rowed across to the nearest bilander. He looked up at the deck to be met with a half dozen blank, unsmiling faces. They dropped no ladder and there was no rope for him to haul himself up with. He had to scramble up the slippery side, a seaman’s calloused hand on his rump to stop him slipping backwards.
‘Go over to the other one and bring their master back here with his papers,’ he said to Varley. ‘Don’t take no for an answer, bundle him into the boat if necessary. I’ll keep Schoonderwoerd and two of the marines with me.’
Lynton was already forming a poor opinion of these Dutchmen; surly characters who sought to profit from this war at the expense of Britain. However, there was no danger from them, not with Kestrel to windward.
Down in the tiny cabin, the unwilling master unlocked his desk and produced his papers. A quick look told Lynton they were written in French. That wasn’t so unusual, French was often used in maritime trade whether the French nation was a party to the transaction or not. Lynton could read French far better than he could speak it, and a quick perusal showed that the ship’s cargo, beer, salted hams, turnips, apples, potatoes, shoes, harnesses, blankets and a multitude of other stores that an army needed, was consigned to a major in the commissariat of the French army at Emden. When the master of the second bilander arrived, it became clear that they had a commercial relationship, and the second one was the senior, but neither of the two masters would admit to speaking English.
‘Schoonderwoerd, I’m going to slowly read the important parts of this paper, and I want you to translate for them. Raise your hand when you want me to pause.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ he replied. Schoonderwoerd had been a long time in King George’s navy, but his command of his mother tongue appeared to be intact.
It took about fifteen minutes, but slowly and laboriously the two Dutch merchant masters were brought to understand that their vessels, their cargoes and crews were being impounded, their hatches sealed, and they’d be taken to Harwich. Their status would be investigated against the provisions of the Rule of 1756, which effectively prohibited a neutral nation trading with a belligerent state if it had not enjoyed that right in peacetime. As the French weren’t in Emden in peacetime, it would have been odd if the Dutch had been permitted to trade with them. That, in any case, was the Admiralty court’s current interpretation.
‘I’ll be placing a prize crew in each vessel, and you’re to sail under the prize master’s direction, keeping under the sloop’s lee. Is that clear?’
Both men nodded. Evidently, their English was better than they cared to admit. The day had not come when English was the international maritime language, but it wasn’t far away.
Lynton reported back to Holbrooke.
‘They’ll cooperate, sir. Schoonderwoerd has explained to the crews that they’ll be returned to their homes once the bilanders have been condemned.’
‘That’s right, Mister Lynton, the Rule doesn’t allow for the crews to be treated as prisoners-of-war.’
‘The crews have no stake in the cargo or the vessels, and there’s no love between them and the masters. If we put Varley and Schoonderwoerd in the lead bilander – that’s the one with the patched mainsail – with two able seamen and two marines, and Edney in the other with three able seamen and two marines, they’ll follow along like ducklings to a pond,’ said Lynton.
‘Well, that was a successful chase, I must say, and I doubt that anyone on shore will have seen us, so until these bilanders don’t arrive home, say in a week, the alarm won’t be raised. Now, let’s be on our way before the whole Dutch herring fleet comes this way. We should be in Harwich tomorrow.’
◆◆◆
 
‘Sail ho! Sail on the starboard beam.’ The call of the lookout penetrated the deck and was heard clearly in the cabin. Lynton excused himself and ran up the ladder; Holbrooke followed at a more deliberate pace. The sloop was lying-to with her head to the southeast, so this new sail must be offshore, too far to seaward to be another Dutch merchantman making the run to Emden or Bremen.
‘She’s a ship, sir, tops’ls and t’gallants and she’s reaching to the north,’ shouted Able Seaman Shepherd.
‘Is she a man-of-war?’ asked Lynton. That was the critical thing to know. With this easterly wind, she could be a merchantman from any of a dozen different nations making her way north to Denmark or the Baltic. Or she could be a French frigate, come to investigate rumours of a British cruiser off Emden.
‘Not a man-of-war,’ replied the lookout. ‘There’s something not quite right. A privateer perhaps, sir.’ Conversation with the lookout was easy with the sloop lying-to in this moderate breeze; there was no howling wind to tangle the words and lead to misunderstanding.
‘A Dunkirker, for a guinea,’ said Fairview. ‘She’ll be looking for our Baltic trade that’s coming up from the London river.’
The French merchants had enthusiastically taken up the Dutch tradition of the previous century. With Dunkirk in French hands, and a war stifling their ability to trade, they’d put their energy into fitting out their ships as privateers. The channel gropers made life difficult for them, but once they’d broken clear of the narrow seas and into the Atlantic or the North Sea, they were in their element with rich pickings among any of the British merchantmen that were foolish enough to sail without a convoy. Despite the danger and the high insurance rates, some still attempted it, hoping that a fast passage would cover their costs. François Thurot was the most famous of the Dunkirk privateers; his little squadron had taken – it was said – sixty prizes in the first year of the war before a proper convoy system was established. He was believed to be over-wintering at Bergen and may still be there, but perhaps this was another ship on its way to join him.
‘Mister Turner, up to the maintop and take my glass. Let me know what you think,’ said Holbrooke to the midshipman. If she was a privateer, then his duty was clear: to take, sink or burn. But if she was a French national frigate, then he could say goodbye to his prizes and Kestrel would be hard pressed to escape.
‘Mister Lynton run out the guns. How many men do we have in the prizes?’
‘Varley and Edney, six seamen, and four marines.’
Holbrooke looked thoughtful. He’d prefer those men back aboard Kestrel if they had to fight a ship-rigged French privateer, presumably with a similar armament to the sloop. He’d also have brought the Dutch masters and mates into Kestrel for safe keeping if he’d known there was a risk of them being parted. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. However, there was no time to shift people around now, the enemy wouldn’t stand and wait.
‘The ship’s t’gallants are visible now,’ said Fairview. ‘Here. Take my glass, sir. I’m convinced she’s a Dunkirk privateer, I’d know the cut of those sails anywhere.’
Holbrooke studied the small square of white that was just visible on the horizon. He had no idea how his sailing master could be so confident in his identification, but he’d come to trust Fairview’s judgement.
‘Very well, let’s get the prizes underway for Harwich. Mister Fairview, make sail and pass under their sterns, then set a course to intercept this privateer.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied Fairview, rubbing his hands. The sloop filled her sails and ran down towards the bilanders.
Varley was on the quarterdeck of the nearest prize. He’d clearly seen the approaching ship and had already started to get his vessel underway. The second was following his lead.
‘Mister Varley,’ shouted Holbrooke as the sloop sped past the bilander’s taffrail. ‘Make - all - sail - for - Harwich. We’ll catch up with you after we’ve dealt with this privateer.’
The distance was opening rapidly, and Varley didn’t waste his breath shouting a reply that couldn’t be heard. He merely waved to Holbrooke and turned to get his men moving with this unfamiliar rig. The Dutchmen watched impassively, neither helping nor hindering, under the watchful eyes of two marines, their bayonets fixed to their muskets.
◆◆◆
 
The two bilanders started to make way to the southwest. They’d cross the privateer’s bows at about a mile, Holbrooke estimated. Kestrel, meanwhile, was steering south-southwest to intercept the enemy. The ship was plainly visible now, about six miles almost dead south and coming up fast. She had the look of a French privateer; built for short voyages, just a few days or a week or two at best. She had finer lines, and her masts were slenderer than would be found on a British sloop that was built to keep the sea for months on end in any weather, and to feed a large crew for that time.
‘She’s standing on,’ said Fairview. ‘Maybe she plans to try her luck against us.’
Now, that would be different, thought Holbrooke. It was no business of a privateer to fight a King’s ship. Privateering was a commercial business; it relied upon seizing defenceless merchantmen and their valuable cargoes. Even if this privateer should be able to overpower Kestrel, the sloop would necessarily be so severely knocked about that her value would be minimal.
Mister Lynton,’ called Holbrooke to his first lieutenant in the waist. ‘Are the guns ready?’
‘They are, sir,’ replied Lynton.
‘Then double-shot them. I plan to make this a close engagement.’
Holbrooke was painfully aware that Kestrel was slow, despite her ship rig. Her Dutch builders had given her a shallow draught – barely twelve feet fully laden – to sail in the inland seas, and that came with a wide beam and very bluff bows. That privateer would sail four miles to Kestrel’s three, on any point of sailing. Did she recognise Kestrel for what she had been, a genuine Dutch privateer?
Kestrel and the privateer were closing fast, both with the easterly wind on their beam, Kestrel on the larboard tack and the privateer on the starboard. They were four miles apart. The privateer was hull-up now, and her black sides with a single white stripe were clearly visible, as was the flash of red at her fo’c’sle and taffrail.
‘Hoist our colours, Mister Fairview,’ ordered Holbrooke. Having a gaff mizzen rather than the lateen mizzen in all other King’s ships, Kestrel couldn’t fly the usual enormous ensign from a staff at the taffrail, it would have been swept away by the driver boom. It was, therefore, a relatively modest affair that was set on a halyard from the peak of the gaff.
‘She’s going about, sir,’ said Fairview. ‘She must have seen our ensign and thought better of it.’
As Holbrooke watched, the privateer put her bows through the wind and paid off smoothly onto the larboard tack, heading south, directly away from Kestrel. By God, she was fast in stays, thought Holbrooke. And the master was undoubtedly correct. The privateer had failed to see the long, narrow commissioning pennant that all men-of-war flew from the main masthead, but the ensign was unmistakable. The question was, had she been expecting to see a Dutch sloop? Had Kestrel’s obviously Dutch build fooled her? If so, then Holbrooke had been too hasty in declaring his nationality. Another ten minutes and an engagement would have been inevitable.
‘She’s walking away from us,’ said Fairview, carefully stowing his octant in the binnacle case. He’d been observing the angle subtended by her mainmast and boot-topping for the past five minutes, and it had grown depressingly less and less.
‘I’m afraid you’re right, Master, and in this wind, she won’t carry anything away.’
Holbrooke watched the fleeing privateer for another two minutes, then looked towards the west where the two bilanders were still in sight, peacefully sailing towards Harwich.
‘Veer ship, if you please, Mister Fairview, and catch our prizes. We can still make Harwich tomorrow if the wind holds.’
◆◆◆
 
But Kestrel wasn’t in Harwich on Sunday, nor on Monday. The wind turned dead foul as soon as they made their offing and blew up into a regular North Sea gale. The little flotilla tacked each and every watch for five whole days, the hands soaked and frozen and not caring a damn about prize money any more. Never had two ships been so roundly cursed as the two Dutch bilanders. They appeared incapable of lying closer than eight points to the wind, and they missed stays at the slightest provocation. Varley and Edney could be seen leaping around the decks every time a tack was ordered, berating the sluggish crew and hauling on sheets themselves. It was fortunate that on the Wednesday the gale passed through and the wind veered into the nor’west, allowing Kestrel to catch the flood tide and lead her ducklings into Harwich on the Thursday afternoon. There they turned their charges over to the port commissioner, their hatches still sealed, and their cargoes untouched. Two very weary prize crews rowed back to Kestrel, to be met by closed faces, the sloop’s crew choosing to blame their shipmates for the bilanders’ poor sailing.
‘Well, Mister Varley, Mister Edney, it’s good to have you back,’ said Holbrooke as the two men staggered into the cabin. He could see that they’d had little sleep since Saturday and Edney looked particularly haggard. Being a prize master before your twentieth birthday was an awesome responsibility, as Holbrooke knew from personal experience. Not only is the navigational conduct of the vessel your responsibility, so is the management of the prisoners who, if given the opportunity, will generally rise up against the prize crew, even if they know they’ll soon be returned to their homes.
‘It’s good to be back, sir,’ said Varley. ‘How I resisted ordering the marines to shoot that … that Dutchman, I don’t know,’ he said, unable to find a suitable epithet to describe the bilander’s master. ‘Sheer stubborn, obstinate obstruction rounded off with willfully bad food. If there’s any way of delaying that man’s return to his home, we should do so.’
Holbrooke was momentarily taken aback. This was a side of his master’s mate that hadn’t previously shown itself; a new confidence in addressing his captain. Could it be that extreme fatigue had lowered his inhibitions? Was this the real Stephen Varley? If so, it must be nurtured.
‘Well, I’m afraid that’s about the best you can expect as a prize master,’ replied Holbrooke, eyeing Varley speculatively. ‘I hope you’ll see it as a good experience, after a few hours’ sleep.’ Holbrooke could harden his heart to the discomfort of a master’s mate and a midshipman.
‘There’s something to report though, sir. I had this from Schoonderwoerd. These two bilanders are part of a much larger contract to supply the French through Emden. They expect two or three vessels of the same size every week.’
‘Do they? Well, it’s not surprising. Emden and Bremen, I suppose.’
‘From what Schoonderwoerd could hear, sir, listening when they didn’t know he was there, if you understand, there’ll be no more shipments to Bremen, it’ll all go to Emden. The crew’s opinion is that the French expect to be pushed out of Bremen very soon and they’ll fall back on the Ems.’
‘That’s useful, Mister Varley, thank you,’ Holbrooke replied. This was indeed valuable information. The French would be lucky to hold the line of the Ems, in his opinion they’d be back behind the Rhine by the summer.
‘And one other thing that Schoonderwoerd heard, sir. There’s a separate contract to load supplies in Ostend for a different customer in Emden. It’s the same Dutch shipowner that hopes to get that contract.’
‘And Ostend is in the Austrian Netherlands. Thank you and be sure to thank Schoonderwoerd for me.’
The two men left, and Holbrooke gazed out of the stern window at the two bilanders. The contract to ship supplies from Ostend was undoubtedly for the Austrian garrison at Emden. Holbrooke didn’t yet know the significance of that confirmation of the existence of the Austrian detachment, but by the pricking of his thumbs, he knew that it was significant.
‘Sentry. My compliments to Lieutenant Treganoc. I’d be pleased to see him in the cabin, if he’s at leisure.’ He could see the poor sentry, his mouth working as he tried to memorise the formula of words that he’d been ordered to convey. Holbrooke took a perverse delight in slightly changing the formula each time, just to test the sentry. He could now hear the quarterdeck runner being dispatched on his task to find Treganoc.
◆◆◆
 
‘Good afternoon, Mister Treganoc. Coffee?’
Serviteur was at hand, as always, walking solemnly into the cabin from the tiny scullery; really it was just a cupboard, barely capable of holding Serviteur’s muscular frame. Every other captain’s servant that Holbrooke could remember would either pop into the cabin like a jack-in-the-box or would creep in quietly. He’d never heard of a servant who had such an air as this man; you’d think he was one of the ship’s officers by his confident manner.
‘I wanted to pick your brains on the defences of Emden. There’s a rough outline on this chart, and perhaps you can deduce the details after you’ve had a look.’
Treganoc took a cursory glance at the chart that Holbrooke had laid out on the table, held down by a variety of makeshift paperweights.
‘I’ve already seen this chart, sir,’ he replied. ‘The master showed it to me soon after we sailed. There’s not really enough detail to come to any conclusions, except that the town has a wall and a moat, and it faces this island, with the lagoon beyond it.’
They were interrupted by a knock at the door, and Fairview popped his head in. Clearly, he’d given Varley and Edney a make-and-mend afternoon following their trying time in the prizes, there were few other explanations for the sailing master acting as a messenger.
‘Port commissioner’s coming off, sir, shall I show him down?’
‘Than you, Mister Fairview, please do,’ replied Holbrooke. He hadn’t intended to stay longer than the time it took to take on a few barrels of water and some fresh provisions, and the purser had taken the jolly-boat ashore as soon as the ship had swung to her anchor. ‘I wonder what he wants?’
‘Perhaps I should leave you, sir,’ said Treganoc.
‘No, please stay and drink your coffee; I don’t imagine he’ll be here long.’
The port commissioner was an ancient commander who’d been many years on half pay. He hadn’t had a ship since early in the last war, and he’d been old for sea-service even then. For a decade-and-a-half he’d languished on the beach, all but forgotten by the Admiralty. But the need to mobilise in 1756 had dragged up the most unlikely characters, and here he was, utterly enchanted to be back in employment. He came up the side like a young man, apparently unconcerned at the thick woollen layers of waistcoat, overcoat and cloak that would have immobilised a lesser man. He acknowledged Lynton’s salute – there were no pipes for an officer who wasn’t commanding a ship – and followed the first lieutenant down to the cabin, looking eagerly about him at the familiar sights of a man-of-war. Serviteur knew the correct form – it was amazing how quickly he had absorbed the culture of the navy – and there was no attempt to offer the port commissioner coffee. A decent sherry was produced, with glasses for four because Serviteur correctly guessed that Lynton would be invited to stay.
‘That’s a fine pair of prizes you have there,’ said the commissioner as he raised his second glass, the first having been merely to chase away the damp. ‘The cargo will fetch a pretty penny, and those bilanders are much favoured by the east coast trade. I’ve looked at their paperwork, they’re certain to be properly condemned under the new rules.’
You’d have thought they were the commissioner’s own prizes, by the way he rubbed his hands. Of course, it was quite likely that a little of their value would stick to his fingers as he facilitated their progress from possible prizes to hulls and cargoes knocked down to the highest bidders. Prizes had a way of enriching a whole community of hangers-on, some of them symbiotic, some mere parasites.
‘Aye, I’m hoping there’ll be no difficulty with the prize court. When do you expect them to meet?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘Oh, next week, without a doubt. I’ll be sending the books up to them tomorrow by the carrier. I could send the post chaise, but that would eat into your profit, ha, ha!’ and he nudged Lynton in the ribs, smiling broadly. It’s lucky that Treganoc was standing behind him because the marine officer looked at him in disgust. He had high notions of personal honour that didn’t allow him to openly share in the joy of what was essentially a commercial transaction.
‘Are the crews being looked after?’
‘Oh yes, I’ll send them back on the next cartel. They’ll be with their families by the end of the week.’ He saw that Holbrooke was about to speak. ‘Unless you’d like them to be delayed a little, Captain.’
‘If you don’t mind, sir,’ said Holbrooke, who hadn’t realised the repatriation process could move so fast. ‘I’d rather that it wasn’t known that Kestrel is taking prizes off the islands. The Dutch will suspect something by the middle of the week, and they’ll be certain in two weeks, but if we can keep them guessing as long as possible, then they’ll keep sending their ships out to sea rather than inside the islands.’
‘Very well. Then I’ll make an excuse and hold them for another week. I can let them believe that there’s a chance that the bilanders won’t be condemned at all and that they may be able to sail them home again.’
Treganoc saw Lynton cross his fingers behind his back and looked displeased. It wasn’t that he was against mild superstitious practices, but he wanted to keep some space between himself and these money-hungry sailors. He made no allowance for his own private means; a few hundred pounds was neither here nor there against his family fortune.
‘The two masters are staying on anyway, on the off-chance that they’ll get their ships back, so it won’t look unusual. When they’ve been properly condemned, I can send the whole batch of them back.’
‘Thank you, sir,’ said Holbrooke. ‘I see my water and provisions are coming off, so I’ll catch the tide and be underway in an hour.’ This was so obviously a hint for the commissioner to leave that even he caught it. He tipped back his sherry and sent a hopeful glance in Serviteur’s direction, a glance that was rewarded in the way that had been intended.
‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ said the commissioner accepting his refilled glass and nodding appreciatively at the tall black servant. ‘I have something for you. I assume you’re bound for Emden, in advance of Commodore Holmes?’
He carefully unfolded a sheet of paper from some pocket in the inner recesses of his layers of clothes. It was octavo in size, and it was divided horizontally into two roughly square sections. The upper showed a detailed map of Emden, including the fortifications, the gates, the wharves, the road where ships could anchor and the principal buildings. The lower showed the location of the city in relation to the Dollart and the Ems Estuary, with some details of the surrounding country. Holbrooke stared at them in astonishment. There were the lakes, the ones that he’d seen glistening in the distance beyond the city. This was far, far better than any of the charts in his possession.
‘You are sent from heaven, sir,’ exclaimed Holbrooke. ‘Mister Treganoc and I were just bemoaning our lack of an accurate plan of the town when you arrived.’
‘It is intended, I believe, for one of the London journals, which accounts for its size. Perhaps the Gentleman’s Quarterly, or something of that nature,’ the commissioner said, looking somewhat furtive. ‘There may be a copyright concern, so keep it close, if you please.’
Holbrooke inclined his head in polite understanding, but Treganoc heard nothing; he was already studying the walls of Emden. The marine lieutenant was no fantasist, but even he could dream. And in his dreams, he was leading a last desperate assault on the battlements, a forlorn hope, his name to be forever immortalised as Treganoc of Emden!
◆◆◆
 




15: Ambush

Tuesday, Seventeenth of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Off Schiermonk.
 
The sea to leeward was an awe-inspiring sight, the waves in regular ranks advancing in all their sublime beauty towards the distant Jutland peninsula. The gale that had blown for twenty-four hours from the west-southwest had stacked up the water into this shallow corner of the North Sea, creating short, steep whitecaps whose crests broke as the urgent wind forced against their near-vertical sides and the shallowing sea retarded their bases. Each of those waves could overwhelm any coasting craft, and it was therefore not surprising that Kestrel had seen no sign of life since she sailed from Harwich five days ago. No sail, no boats – nothing – even in this, one of the busiest seas in the world. She was alone in a wilderness of grey sea, white foam and slate sky.
Fairview faced to windward and let the full force of the gale batter his face. With his eyes closed and an expression of rapt concentration, he looked like some tribal shaman divining the future.
‘It’s backing, sir,’ he said. ‘It’ll start to moderate tomorrow, and by Thursday we’ll be whistling for a wind.’
Lynton snorted involuntarily. He had a private opinion of the master’s weather-lore, and he considered him to be an expert only in having the gall to present the obvious as a clever piece of forecasting. Holbrooke watched the interplay between his two officers. He knew they were fundamentally good friends, but as he’d predicted when he’d first met his new sailing master, a sloop was a small place to confine two officers of such restless energy.
‘I hope you’re right, Master, because we need the traffic to come outside the islands, although they may well guess what we’re up to with those bilanders not being heard from these past ten days. However, I doubt whether they’ve moved at all yet, even on the inside passage with this wind whipping across the tide. This may be our last chance before the owners know for certain that they’ve lost two vessels and their cargoes. Then they’ll take the inshore route, regardless of their schedules. Would you both join me below? you can leave the deck to Midshipman Turner.’
◆◆◆
 
Down in the cabin, the ship’s motion was intensified. Kestrel had the wind on her larboard bow, and she was under close-reefed tops’ls and storm jib with a corner of the mizzen showing to keep her from paying off. The bows lifted to every roller and came down again into the hollow back of the wave with a sickening swoop and a final crunch that shook the ship from stem to stern. Every seam was strained, and the rigging sang in a high pitch, modulating in frequency as Kestrel rose and fell, alternately exposed to the wind and hidden in a trough. It wasn’t dangerous – unless they lost a spar – but neither was it comfortable.
‘Let’s see your chart again, Mister Fairview,’ and the master left briefly to rummage in the chartroom that doubled as his cabin.
‘Moderating wind! Flat calm!’ muttered Lynton. ‘What else could happen after this blow? I could have made that forecast; the ship’s cat could have made that forecast.’
‘But he is usually right, you know,’ countered Holbrooke. ‘Let’s let the master be the wind-prophet. Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.’
It was difficult to avoid adjudicating in these petty jealousies between his senior sea officers, particularly when Lynton presumed upon their long acquaintance to air his frustrations, where any other first lieutenant would otherwise have held his silence.
The master unrolled the familiar chart. On paper, the situation became clear in a way that no sterile discussion could achieve. With this moderating gale, the coasters would take the first opportunity to make the short beat through the Texel Passage and then they’d have the wind behind them for a fast run to the Ems Estuary. If the weather deteriorated, they could always duck through any of the gaps between the islands to find refuge in the calmer waters inside, even though it meant they’d have to anchor in some quiet tidal lake and wait for the wind to decrease. Probably the contract with the French army contained an incentive payment for meeting the delivery schedule and a penalty for missing it; a carrot and a stick. And without a doubt the owners would have passed down those terms to the masters of their vessels. This much was evident to each of the three men gathered around the chart.
Lynton looked dubiously at the chain of islands. ‘If they take the outside passage at all, they’ll be cautious, with those bilanders still missing. When we’re sighted, they’ll haul their wind for the nearest passage without waiting to identify us.’ He pointed to the gaps between the islands that led to Dutch internal waters.
‘Then we need to think again, Mister Lynton. Look at the problem from the other end of the telescope.’
‘I believe there are no batteries on these islands, with the Dutch being at peace since ‘forty-eight,’ said Fairview. ‘It’s not in a Butterball’s character to spend money until they’re forced to do so.’
‘That’s my understanding also,’ agreed Holbrooke. ‘However, it’s still their territorial waters, and at least in theory we can’t risk going in there. Otherwise, we could ambush them from behind the islands.’
‘It’s very dangerous, in any case,’ said Fairview looking uncharacteristically worried. ‘Those are shifting sands; the banks are in a different place after each westerly gale. Even if I had a good chart, without a Dutch pilot, I wouldn’t want to try it.’
They all stared at the chart, hoping for something to leap out at them, some imp of inspiration. Lynton was the first to speak.
‘Could we wait in the Ems estuary?’ he asked tentatively. ‘We have at least some sort of right to be there as it’s the only way to Emden, and whether that city’s an enemy or a friend, we can argue the case.’
They all looked at the stretch of water that they’d been forced to fight their way out of two weeks ago. It was certainly possible. After Delfzijl and Knock, the land slanted away on either side and the estuary became broad before it reached the sea. By the time a vessel had passed the natural extent of the shoreline, it had become a twelve-mile wide arm of the ocean. That would be a landsman’s view of the chart, but these three seasoned seamen knew better. The spaces between the Dutch and Frisian shores were tightly-packed with tiny figures, each showing the depth of water at that point; the depth of water that could be expected at the lowest tide. When that was considered, then the cruising area available to even a modest sloop like Kestrel was severely curtailed.
‘They’d just run into the shallows on the Dutch side at first sight of us, sir,’ said Fairview.
‘Not if we had a boat up against the land,’ said Lynton, enthusiastically. ‘Look, from Delfzijl north on the Dutch side, it’s almost uninhabited, just a few small villages. There’ll be no batteries to assert their rights. If the sloop lies behind Borkum, here in the eastern channel,’ he pointed to the leeward side of the big island that bifurcated the Ems estuary, ‘when the coasters come in through the western channel – as they must whether they take the outside or inside route – we can beat across the channel towards them. They’ll haul their wind into the Dutch shore as soon as they see us, but the longboat will be waiting. With any luck we’ll be able to take the prizes beyond the Dutch territorial waters, to make it all clean and legal.’
Holbrooke and Fairview looked sceptically at the chart. Where were the flaws in this plan? Why hadn’t they seen it themselves? After a few moments of this stalemate, it dawned on all three of them that the plan was workable. It would take luck, a fair wind and a steady hand, but it could work.
‘Mister Fairview, when can you place us behind Borkum? Can we safely lie to windward of this other island, Juist?’
‘We can be there in the morning watch tomorrow, sir, but that may be a little early. Perhaps Thursday would be better, to give the Dutch time to run down the chain of islands. As for the channel between Borkum and Juist – they call it the Eastern Ems – it’s wide enough for us, and we’d be stemming either the flood or the ebb. We’ll be quite safe there.’
‘Then let’s run down to the north of the estuary and make an offing so that we’re not seen.’
Holbrooke took another careful look at the chart.
‘Mister Lynton, you’ll command the longboat.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the lieutenant, the delight showing in his face.
◆◆◆
 
Any of the rustic farmers or fishermen on the two Frisian islands of Borkum or Juist who had ventured out of their homes on this cold January morning would have seen the remarkable sight of one of King George’s sloops-of-war stemming the flood tide under her courses with not a sail set above the tops. The infant flood was just strong enough to counter Kestrel’s forward thrust and, from the shore, she appeared to be stationary.
‘Wind’s in the west sir, falling every moment,’ observed the master, ‘and this clag is here to stay; we won’t see a sail much past three leagues.’ Was there a hint of smugness in his tone?
‘Yes, I dare say,’ replied Holbrook, staring fixedly past the southern tip of Borkum in the direction that he hoped his prize would come.
‘We’ll have a day or so of this, and then the wind'll come at us cold and clear from the east.’
‘Without a doubt, Mister Fairview.’
Now, thought Holbrooke. Now is the time for a sail; anything to stop the master’s weather forecasts.
Nothing, no hail from the masthead. Kestrel was carefully positioned at the southern end of the Eastern Ems, so that they could see to the west, over the submerged Randzel Sand that lay to the southeast of Borkum, into the Western Ems. But from the west, their bare poles above the tops would be difficult to see in this dank greyness.
‘We’ll be whistling for it by dinner,’ continued the master, remorselessly.
Holbrooke turned his back on the master. Anything to block out the self-satisfied gabble. It would do no harm, Holbrooke knew; Fairview had the thickest skin of anyone he’s ever known.
‘I fancy…’
Holbrooke would never know what the master fancied because even the master’s weather lore took second place to the hail.
‘Sail ho! Sail on the larboard beam. Looks like a pink, sir, just coming in and out through the mist.’
‘Up to the maintop, Mister Varley, and let me know what you see.’
The mist seemed to be thicker nearer the water, and there was still nothing visible from the deck. Holbrooke paced, waiting for a report from the master’s mate.
‘It’s a pink, sure enough, sir, under all sail with the wind on her starboard quarter. She’s passed Rottum and that little island to the east of it.’
‘Then she’s committed,’ said the master with deep satisfaction. ‘She won’t be able to beat out against this flood, she’s coming right up the channel.’
‘Is there any sign of the longboat, Mister Varley?’ called Holbrooke.
There was a short pause while Varley scanned the murk to the west. ‘No, sir. Nothing. And I can’t see the Dutch shore either.’
That was to be expected. Lynton would be under oars, close in to the shore over the Groningen Watt, a bank of sand and mud that would be partially dry at low water. Lynton would certainly have seen the pink by now but would be waiting for Kestrel to make her move.
‘How much water over the Randzel Sand?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘Four fathoms at this state of the tide, sir, and rising,’ replied Fairview.
‘Very well. Fore-stays’l, tops’ls and t’gallants. Bring her about, Mister Fairview, and we’ll beat up to the pink.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the master turning to give the orders. The backed fore-stays’l gave the leverage forward, and Kestrel’s bows came smoothly through the wind. The tops’ls fell from their ties, and the yards were lifted. Within two minutes of the order, the sloop was dashing across the sands in pursuit of the pink.
‘Let’s have our battle ensign at the main; I don’t want her to be in any doubt of her peril.’
The pink was in sight from the deck now, an unearthly, unfocused image as it slipped in and out of the thin mist. Ah, there she goes, thought Holbrooke. They’d been seen, and the pink had hauled her wind, heading now for the Dutch shore. Her narrow stern was clear for all to see, the defining characteristic of a pink.
‘What do you think, Master?’ asked Holbrooke. ‘What’s her burthen?’
‘Gusting two hundred tons, sir. A good size for a vessel of her type.’
There was a small village on the shore, at the bend of the land where the sands behind the islands gave way to the estuary. It looked like the pink was hoping for sanctuary in the squalid mud-hole of the kind that fronted each of these villages, just large enough for a coasting vessel to swing to a short anchor at high water or take the ground at low water.
So far, the plan was working, but there was still no sign of the longboat, and if Lynton wasn’t in position, then it would all end in humiliating failure. There was no question of Kestrel catching the Pink before she found refuge and once at anchor so close to the shore, Holbrooke knew that he risked a diplomatic incident if he cut her out.
 Kestrel was moving fast now, her fore tack at the cathead and all her tacks and sheets twanging taut. The water was barely rippled here in the estuary under the lee of the Dutch coast, and with this light wind, there was little noise. The silence and the ghostly light that filtered through the mist lent an otherworldly air to the chase. There was a sense of the sloop sailing through an unknown element in a world where there were no solid forms, only ephemeral, drifting shapes that came and went at random.
‘Deck there!’ The call came from Varley, still at the masthead. That was good. Holbrooke had confidence in the regular lookouts, but Varley knew the tactical situation, he knew where he was likely to see the longboat, and he could guess what Lynton should be doing. He could offer much more intelligent commentary on the evolving chase than any lookout. ‘I see the longboat now, under sail. She’s a mile or two beyond the pink and a little to seaward.’
Good. The longboat could easily out-sail any pink in these sheltered waters and Lynton hadn’t shown his hand until the chase was deep into the estuary, with the tide flooding.
‘I think we’ll fetch the pink on this tack, sir,’ said Fairview. ‘I hope young Lynton doesn’t let her slip past him.’
‘I’m sure he’ll do very well,’ replied Holbrooke testily, but again the master appeared to notice no rebuke. It was clear that Fairview would very much like to have exchanged places in the longboat with Lynton, but that certainly wouldn’t happen while Holbrooke was in command. He didn’t doubt the master’s proficiency in boat operations, but he was just too valuable on the quarterdeck. Anyway, it was clearly the first lieutenant’s prerogative to command the longboat on occasions such as this.
‘Silence on deck,’ roared Fairview. ‘I beg your pardon, sir, but I thought I heard a gun.’
Both men strained to hear, but the swirling mist deadened sounds and confused directions.
‘It’s the longboat, sir,’ shouted Varley from the masthead. ‘She’s opened fire with her swivel.’
The longboat was fitted to take a two-pounder boat gun, but that was unnecessarily heavy for persuading an unarmed coaster to heave to. The carpenter had spent the previous day making a mounting for a swivel gun right in the bows of the boat. A swivel only fired a half-pound ball, but it was very much lighter, could be fired more rapidly, and allowed the boat to pull another pair of oars. Kestrel could readily spare a swivel gun from the dozen that she owned. Lynton had taken twenty mugs – the breech-loaded charges that gave the swivel its rate of fire – and no Dutch coaster would face that sustained bombardment, however light the balls.
Holbrooke could hear it now, a report every sixty seconds or so. Lynton was making it quite clear to the pink that she really had no option but to strike before the longboat came crashing alongside and twenty cutlass-wielding seamen poured onto her deck. The end was inevitable; the master just had to decide how much damage he was prepared to risk before he bowed to the overwhelming force.
‘She’s backed her tops’ls, sir.’
The pink was only three miles away, and Holbrooke could see the two vessels now from the deck. The pink was lying-to as the longboat ran down towards her. There was a moment of confusion as the two vessels met; Lynton was quite rightly making a drama of coming alongside, further intimidating her crew. Holbrooke could see the force of the impact quite clearly as both the longboat and the pink staggered, their masts swaying wildly.
‘She’s struck, sir,’ shouted Varley.
◆◆◆
 




16: The Pink
Thursday, Nineteenth of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Western Ems Estuary.
 
Kestrel’s people contemplated the pink with the greatest of pleasure as she lay alongside, well-fendered and bobbing gently against the sloop in the light airs. She carried one hundred and eighty tons of artillery stores and ammunition, and it was the wonder of all hands that her master hadn’t struck at the first shot from the longboat. A man-of-war’s magazine was buried deep in the hull, well-protected from the enemy’s shot, but a merchantman had no such protection for his volatile cargo, and the barrels of powder were pressed hard against her thin planking. An unlucky shot from the longboat would have sent them all to their eternal rest.
But the real wonder, the sight that made everyone stare, was a pair of handsome bronze four-pounder horse artillery guns and limbers, just like those that Kestrel had duelled with nearly three weeks ago, complete with the French royal cypher. They were lashed top-to-tail on the deck, the guns properly mounted upon their carriages, one muzzle pointing to starboard while the other pointed to larboard. They looked for all the world as though they could be a makeshift armament for the pink. The guns were things of beauty, at least to the military eye, and Lieutenant Treganoc had been seen covertly fondling them each time he passed by. He knew he couldn’t keep them, they’d soon be consigned to the armoury at the Tower of London, to be converted into something that met the British army’s needs, or to be offered to an ally. The pink was a very valuable prize indeed, and she had suffered no damage except the loss of a little paint from her sides.
‘I must admit that I had a nasty moment when I saw that great field gun pointing at me, with the Dutchmen doing a fair imitation of loading it. But I thought hey-ho, I’ve got nothing better to do this morning, so we kept on firing, at her hull now, you understand, until she struck her colours when we were half a cable away. I had no notion, no idea at all that she was stuffed with black powder.’
Lynton was enjoying a hot coffee after a night and a morning in an open boat on the Dutch coast in January and re-telling his adventures to anyone who would listen. However, the gunroom mess had other things to do, and after the first telling, they started to drift away to their duties. Soon Lynton found he was talking to the mess-boy, who was quite happy to shirk his work and listen to any tall stories.
‘Pass the word for the first lieutenant, pass the word for Lieutenant Lynton,’ the cry was echoed from quarterdeck to fo’c’sle and thence down to the lower regions, where the gunroom lay. Gulping down the last of the coffee and leaving a disappointed mess-boy, Lynton walked rapidly to the great cabin.
◆◆◆
 
‘Ah, Mister Lynton, please join us,’ said Holbrooke. The cabin was already crowded with the ship’s executive officers: Fairview and Treganoc, with Chalmers also in attendance. There was another man there, an officer in a brown uniform with red facings to his cuffs. Below his brown breeches, his legs were covered to the knee by high, black boots and he carried a black tricorn hat with gold lacing. His short sword hung by his side. Lynton immediately recognised him. He’d seen this person as he approached the pink. This officer – for that’s what he appeared to be – was the ringleader of the men who had so disturbed him by going through the show of preparing the field guns to engage the longboat. The brown officer had made himself scarce when the pink struck her colours, and Lynton hadn’t seen him again in the bustle of securing the pink’s papers. Lynton realised guiltily that Kestrel’s rapid arrival and the need to report to Holbrooke had driven the unlikely figure right from his mind.
‘May I present Major Hans Albach of the Imperial Austrian Artillery? Major, this is Lieutenant Lynton, my second-in-command, who commanded the boat that boarded you.’ Lynton bowed, unsure whether he should resent this man not surrendering to him when he boarded the pink. That sword should be his, by right. ‘And this is Lieutenant Treganoc who commands the marines. Mister Fairview, the sailing master and Mister Chalmers you already know. Each of the officers bowed in turn as they were introduced, mystified by this strange turn of events.
‘I’m pleased to say that Major Albach is our friend.’
Holbrooke’s officers exchanged glances. Little did they know of the tangled webs of international treaties that underpinned this war. They all knew that Austria had fought with Britain against France in the previous war, but there’d been much talk of Maria Theresa – some called her Empress – betraying her old alliances by changing sides for the present one. If pressed, they’d probably have guessed that Britain and Austria were at war, but because Austria had no navy to speak of and the British army had not been deployed to the continent, there was no sound reason for the Kingdom and the Empire to clash.
‘As I’m sure you’re aware, the Austrian empire is not at war with Britain, although Austria is allied with France. Britain, of course, is allied with Prussia. And France and Prussia are fighting over Hanover and the other states that make up the Holy Roman Empire in this area, which is why Kestrel is in these waters. So, in this case, the friend of our enemy is not necessarily an enemy to us.’
Holbrooke was enjoying the consternation of his officers. Treganoc was doing a reasonable impression of a man for whom this wasn’t news, but Lynton and Fairview both exhibited frank confusion.
‘Major Albach was taking passage in the pink, his destination was Emden. He looked significantly at his officers, be very careful what you say, was his message. ‘Now, Major Albach speaks no English, but his French has proved perfectly adequate for a conversation with Mister Chalmers,’ Chalmers bowed in acknowledgement, ‘and each of us can probably converse with the major to a more limited extent.’
Holbrooke knew that both Lynton and Treganoc spoke a theoretical kind of French, at a level of proficiency calculated to the avoidance of punishment at school. In their language lessons, they’d obeyed the principle of economy of effort, doing just enough to satisfy the French master and no more. Fairview had no French, as far as Holbrooke was aware.
‘The major has told me,’ Holbrooke again looked significantly at his officers, ‘that he has no connection to the cargo, except for a general liking for field artillery, which I suspect we can all understand. The cargo is consigned to the commander of the French garrison at Emden, for onward shipment to the artillery commander of the field army, whereas Major Albach is on a mission to the Austrian garrison.
His officers heard this revelation without comment. The city of Emden was no concern of theirs, and once they’d swallowed the tale of Austria’s alliances, it didn’t matter who occupied it. Their business was with the vessels that supplied the city, and they cared little whether it was held by the French, the Austrians or a detachment of Malay pirates.
‘I’ve explained to Major Albach that we’re unable to deliver him to his destination today as we must catch the tide and carry our prize away to Harwich, so he’s agreed to be our guest for a few days.’ In truth, the poor major had few options other than to swim, but he gave every appearance of a man who was accepting the inevitable with grace. ‘Mister Lynton, I hope you’ll welcome the major into your mess.’
‘With the greatest of pleasure, sir. We can victual him as a supernumerary.’
There was a knock at the door. Varley came in and removed his hat, bowing carefully. It wouldn’t do to show up the ship in front of a foreign officer. ‘Sir, there’s a brig coming down from Delfzijl, she’s flying a Dutch ensign. The tide will turn soon, and there’s still a little wind, so she’ll be here in an hour. She looks like a man-of-war to me.’
Holbrooke wasn’t concerned that a brig-of-war could do them any harm, but he had no desire to argue the subtler points of the Rule of 1756 with a Dutchman, who would certainly see things in a different light. As much as the carriage of goods for France was an important consideration in Britain’s maritime war, it was of the most vital concern to the Dutch, whose economy depended upon her trading fleets.
‘Very well, then we must conclude our business and be away, and as you’re here Mister Varley, you’ve saved me the trouble of passing the word for you. Take a petty officer and four seamen, Mister Treganoc will give you a file of marines,’ he glanced at the marine lieutenant, who nodded in reply. ‘Assume command of the pink and follow Kestrel to Harwich. Stay under our lee and don’t take any nonsense from those Dutchmen.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ Varley replied, his face an impassive mask. He hadn’t yet recovered his sense of humour after the last spell as prize master, but perhaps this would be a shorter passage if the master’s weather predictions proved accurate.
‘I’ll bring her master into the sloop, that should make things a little easier for you.’
Varley turned to go; he knew that he had little time before the brig-of-war reached them.
‘And Mister Varley,’ the master’s mate paused, one foot on the coaming of the cabin door. ‘There’s to be no fooling with those field guns.’
◆◆◆
 
The Dutch brig-of-war followed Kestrel and the pink until they were clear of Borkum and then, after firing a single gun harmlessly to leeward, she retraced her course back towards Delfzijl. It was a futile act of bravado, but it would look well in the report that the brig would undoubtedly make:
I chased the British sloop and her illegal prize until they were beyond the islands and I sent them on their way with a warning shot, to which they made no response except to continue their retreat from Dutch national waters.
The brig was in sight until night fell, laboriously tacking into the estuary against the last of the ebb.
Holbrooke couldn’t fail to notice that the master’s weather forecast was correct, even if Fairview didn’t remind him at the turn of each glass. The wind dropped to nothing overnight, leaving a glassy sea heaving rhythmically under the influence of forgotten winds. But it didn’t bother Kestrel and the pink as they’d made their offing with the last of the ebbing tide. The moon rose and cast its cold light over the North Sea and the stars burned with extraordinary brightness in this unnatural calm.
With the dawn, the wind came clear and cold from the east-nor’east, a perfect quartering wind for Harwich. Varley hardly touched the pink’s sheets for the entire voyage and, on the whole, these Dutchmen were a much more reasonable set of people than the bilanders’ awkward crews. When they understood that they’d be home in a week or two, they became positively friendly. They each believed passionately that if the pink’s victuals were soon to belong to someone else, they should eat and spare not while they had the chance, and for the sake of an easy life, they included the prize crew in their two-day food binge. It was a contented, well-fed prize master who handed the pink into the custody of the port commissioner on the Saturday evening.
◆◆◆
 
‘Mister Lynton,’ said Holbrooke when the first lieutenant reported the sloop at anchor. ‘Unless the port commissioner has some unfortunate news for us, I intend to remain here until I hear from the Admiralty regarding our Austrian guest. Tell the purser that he may purchase fresh provisions, and the master may replenish our wood and water. Mister Jackson may do whatever he wants to the rigging, but we must be ready to sail at twenty-four hours’ notice. He’s to speak to you before he embarks on anything that may prevent our sailing.’
‘I know that the carpenter wants to do a boot-topping, sir,’ replied Lynton. ‘That’ll take two days, but if we have to sail with only one side done, it won’t be the end of the world.’
‘Try telling that to the master, Mister Lynton. But go ahead, let’s have our boot-topping clean and weed-free.’
It would be a hard few days for the hands; the guns and all the heavy stores had to be moved to one side of the sloop to expose as much of her underwater hull as possible. Then stages would have to be rigged, and boats secured alongside so that the weed and barnacles could be scraped off. The cleaned hull would then be inspected for loose caulking, and a fresh confection of teased-out rope strands and tar would be forced into the seams where necessary. The whole had then to be payed with a toxic mixture of tar, sulphur, fish-oil and tallow that would inhibit the growth of weed and the infestation of barnacles. They called it white stuff. Then, if there were time, the process would be repeated for the other side, and all this in a cold east coast harbour in January. A seaman’s life was hard indeed.
◆◆◆
 
What was the government’s view of relations with Austria? Holbrooke could only infer from Admiral Forbes’ sparse comments a few weeks ago, but it did seem likely that Pitt would prefer them as neutral friends rather than outright enemies. Probably Emden was the only place where British and Austrian interests were at odds. In which case it was important that Holbrooke acted carefully. How would the judgement of a mere commander be taken? There was a bold course of action in which Holbrooke fearlessly gave his opinion, and there was a safer course, in which Holbrooke merely stated the facts. His career could hinge on this decision. In exasperation, he pushed the cabin door open and spoke to the sentry.
‘Pass the word for Mister Chalmers, Dawkins,’ he said and then returned to stare out of the window at the busy town.
‘Good morning, sir,’ said Chalmers, arriving with a broad smile. He appeared to have not a care in the world. ‘You look as though you have the weight of the world on your shoulders.’
Holbrooke grimaced. Perhaps this wasn’t such a good idea, but he’d called the chaplain here and now he must go through with it. He outlined his dilemma. Chalmers sat in silence for a moment, pondering.
‘I know even less than you about the workings of the Admiralty, and neither of us knows anything at all about the government.’ said Chalmers. ‘I fear there’s little to be gained by trying to guess how either of those departments will take to offered suggestions.’
Holbrooke looked even more depressed.
‘I wonder what Captain Carlisle would do in this situation?’
‘I’m afraid that’s not very helpful,’ said Holbrooke. ‘Carlisle is a post-captain, and that’s a huge step up from a commander. ‘When all’s said and done, I’m not much more than a senior lieutenant. A post-captain is supposed to be able to represent the country’s interest when he has nobody to turn to. His opinions are generally respected.’
‘My dear Holbrooke, I see no post-captain hovering over your shoulder. There’s no such a person in Harwich, not even the port commissioner has that rank. Look around you; you’re far more important than you believe. You can offer an opinion to the very highest in the land because you’re the person on the spot, and nobody knows the situation better than you. Sending a letter to the Admiralty that merely states the problem without offering a solution is unworthy of you; you’re better than that, sir. Now, I ask you again, what would Carlisle do?’
Holbrooke was aware that not one in ten captains of men-of-war would allow a supernumerary chaplain to speak to them in this hectoring manner, but he’d asked for Chalmers’ advice, it would be churlish now to berate him. In any case, he was right. And he knew just what Carlisle would do.
‘My clerk,’ he said to Dawkins.
Holbrooke would remember the letter to Mister Clevland as a minor waypoint in his career, in the building of his self-confidence. He explained the situation with Major Albach, the circumstances of his being on board Kestrel and what was known of his purpose in being on passage to Emden. At the urging of Chalmers, in firm but respectful tones he stated his opinions. There was no legal case for detaining the major, his return may be beneficial for Britain’s relations with Austria, and it would be quite safe for Kestrel to put him ashore at Emden under a flag of truce.
The letter was sealed and sanded and rowed ashore to be sent to London by the port commissioner’s daily courier before he had a chance to change his mind.
◆◆◆
 
The major had become a firm favourite of the gunroom in the two days he’d been onboard. He was interested in everything; in the workings of the sails, the management of the guns – so different from field, siege or garrison artillery and a world away from the mortars which were the major’s principal passion – and the household economy of this strange floating company. He’d been shown the mysteries of the bosun’s art, following Jackson into the ultimate pinnacles of the masts, his knees shaking as he was helped down from the main t’gallant cross-trees. And the carpenter had taken him into his holy of holies – the carpenter’s walk – the narrow passageway in the cloistered extremities of the hold that ran the length of the ship on each side so that he and his mates could come at any damage. The major had made such a good impression – and after all, he wasn’t an enemy – that discipline would have suffered if he hadn’t been granted every consideration that was in the sloop’s power.
Kestrel spent three days in Harwich. It took that long for Holbrooke’s letter to reach the Admiralty, for Clevland to consult with Admiral Forbes and the First Lord and for a reply to be sent back. The sloop was ordered to sail as soon as she’d completed her stores, to deliver Major Albach to the Emden garrison and to continue with her previous orders. In those three days, the Kestrels were delighted to learn that the two bilanders had been duly condemned and that their cargoes and the ships themselves would be auctioned where they lay. The bilanders’ crews were cheerfully rowed out to a small brig that would take them to Dover where they’d join the regular cartel to Calais. They’d be home not much later than they would have been if their vessels hadn’t been taken. The carpenter had completed the boot-topping, adding perhaps as much as a knot to Kestrel’s speed, the rigging had been overhauled and made ready for another spell at sea and the stores had been completed.
‘Take us to sea, Mister Fairview,’ said Holbrooke after he’d seen the port commissioner over the side. He was a most obliging commissioner, and the reason for his friendliness had been discovered by the purser. By a variety of stratagems involving a small percentage here and a modest encouragement there, the commissioner reckoned to pocket at least five per cent of the condemned value of any prize that passed through his hands. A most satisfactory arrangement for an officer who thought his service days were long over.
And there was one more thing that encouraged Holbrooke. He hadn’t heard the name of the former first lieutenant spoken during the whole of their stay in Harwich. As Clevland had forecast, intense activity and prizes had driven Deschamps from the minds of Kestrel’s people.
◆◆◆
 




17: Major Albach
Monday, Twenty-Third of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Texel East-Northeast 20 Leagues.
 
Holbrooke was poring over the plan of Emden that the port commissioner had given him. He was wedged into his chair which in turn was fastened to a ring-bolt; a necessary precaution because Kestrel was beating hard against a strong nor’west wind. The deck was sloped at a crazy angle, and anything not properly secured would migrate to the bilges in very short order. It wasn’t that Holbrooke anticipated any direct action against Emden – his orders now were quite clear, to blockade the port and survey the estuary – but he worked on the principle that no knowledge is ever really wasted. It wasn’t a very detailed map, but it did give an impression of the way the city was defended, and Holbrooke hoped that it would provide some clues to its seaward defences and its weak points.
At first sight, the fortifications were formidable; there was a continuous moated wall around the city with four gates piercing the masonry and two rivers flowing through, each of which – he assumed – must pass through some sort of culvert. The rivers fed the moat and a network of canals within the city, one of which left the city to the east through a significant break in the wall. The fortifications continued around the wharves and jetties that faced the sheltered road – the anchorage – between the city and the small island of Nessa. The twin approaches to the Emden Road gave access to and from the Dollart on either side of the island. Wharves lined the shore facing the island and there were further wharves – named delfts on the map – in the centre of the town, two of which were protected by locks.
So, the city was defended, and at one time those defences must have been deemed adequate. However, modern artillery and a scientific approach to sieges – led by the French military engineering genius, Vauban – had changed the equation. Emden, like all the medieval cities whose fortifications hadn’t been upgraded, was practically indefensible. The gun emplacements left dead space where sappers could approach the walls and the seaward side was virtually undefended. Emden’s security was an illusion, nothing more.
Holbrooke was disturbed by a knock on the door, followed by the friendly form of Chalmers asking whether he may have a moment.
‘It’s very good to see you, Mister Chalmers,’ said Holbrooke, offering his chair. ‘I’ve been studying Emden. You know, it’s just waiting to be taken by an assault from the land or the sea, it has no real protection. I wonder whether Commodore Holmes is thinking of making an attempt against it?’
‘Well, I can’t say what’s on the commodore’s mind as I haven’t had the honour of meeting him, however, it’s Emden that I’ve come to speak about, or at least our major’s purpose in Emden. You know he’s been there for nearly a year?’
‘No, I wasn’t aware. I had assumed that it was his first visit.’
‘Not at all. In fact, he’s the deputy commander of the Austrian detachment. His superior is a colonel, but it appears that he’s old and rather infirm; not a very active officer. Major Albach is the de-facto commander of the Austrians in Emden.’
Holbrooke leaned forward, this was interesting. ‘How many men does he have? Did he tell you?’
‘Yes, he did. He has a force of around twelve hundred men, but they’re a mixed bag, men from every nation in the Austrian empire and with little combat experience. The major is quite open about his affairs in Emden. He doesn’t see Britain as an enemy, even though we’re supporting the Prussians and Hanoverians whom he believes will soon threaten the town. He doesn’t appear to have a good relationship with the French commander.’
‘You know, Chalmers, the garrison at Emden is no concern of mine. I must prevent the city from being resupplied by sea, and I must chart the estuary before the commodore arrives, nothing more. Anything else smells of interference in matters above my station,’ Holbrooke smiled. ‘But one never knows where the winds of war will take us. I’d be interested in understanding more about this Austrian garrison. Do you believe the major would be open to a discussion on the subject?’
‘I believe he would,’ replied Chalmers. ‘In fact, if I’m any judge, I’d say that the major is deliberately feeding me with morsels of information which he hopes I’ll bring to you. He’s trying to arrange a meeting without being seen as the one who initiates it.’
‘Then let’s be the agents of that meeting,’ Holbrooke said with some enthusiasm. ‘There’s a mystery around that Austrian detachment. I don’t yet know where the meeting will take us, but I sense an opening that we should exploit. How do you think we should proceed?’
‘People are much more willing to talk over food and wine. Can I suggest that you invite the major for dinner, today if possible?’
‘Would you join us? You seem to have gained his trust. I think it should be no more than we three; otherwise it could all look a bit official,’ Holbrooke replied.
‘I agree,’ said Chalmers. ‘He sees me as a friend, and I must say that I’ve cultivated our association. It hasn’t been difficult; he’s a very personable character, and I’d have taken to him in any circumstances.’
‘And of course, your mastery of French will be useful, as none of us speaks German and he appears to have no English.’
◆◆◆
 
Major Albach was nervous; it showed in his every gesture and in his stilted conversation. Holbrooke’s French was good enough to speak directly to Albach without Chalmers having to translate, except for the occasional difficult phrase, but it was clear that the Austrian was economising on his words, leaving at least part of his mind free to work over the subject that he really wanted to raise. Holbrooke and Chalmers probed gently, opening topics that might offer a way forward. Holbrooke was also playing a tactical game; he was saving his best opener until the major’s nerves had settled, after the second remove and a third glass of wine.
‘It’s odd, isn’t it Major, that when you return to Emden, we’ll be on opposite sides in this conflict although our two countries enjoy the best of relations.’ Holbrooke watched Albach carefully.
‘The King’s ships will support Prince Ferdinand in his efforts to win back Hanover and Kestrel will be a part of that effort, specifically in preventing the French garrison being supplied from the sea.’
Holbrooke was deliberately revealing his mission to this foreigner in an effort to break the deadlock. He wasn’t concerned about giving away operational secrets; the major must already know Kestrel’s intentions, having been on board the sloop for nearly a week and been hosted in the gunroom, where few secrets lasted from breakfast to dinner.
‘Opposite sides? I do hope not, sir!’ he exclaimed.
‘I can’t see how we can avoid it,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘But I trust it won’t affect our personal friendship. A glass of wine with you, sir!’
Albach took a distracted sip and stared reflectively at the remains as it swirled around his glass.
‘If I may be frank, for a moment?’ he asked, still gazing at his glass, unwilling to meet Holbrooke’s eyes. ‘The position of myself and my men in Emden is an embarrassment to the empire. Somehow, the Empress’ advisors were persuaded to send us to Emden when it appeared that the town would be bypassed in this war. Ours was not intended to be a combat role; it was a matter of helping an ally with manpower, that was all. But the French were clever, and it appears that all along they’ve been trying to embroil the empire in this war in the west. My orders – or my commander’s orders, it’s much the same thing – are merely to contribute to the task of garrisoning the city and to avoid getting involved in combat. However, I have the distinct impression that we’ve been disowned by the High Command in Vienna and so I must make my own decisions. I find that the only way to obey the spirit of my orders is to find an honourable way out.’
The major looked guiltily at Holbrooke. It appeared likely that he’d been recalled to the Netherlands specifically so that he could be ordered to extricate the Austrian garrison at Emden. Naturally, he was reluctant to disclose this to a foreigner, which was why he phrased it as a personal mission.
‘It’s not that we don’t want to take part in this war, but if we’re to fight, we should do so for the Empress and not for King Louis. The battalions in Emden come from the Austrian Netherlands; they’re a mix of nationalities, but the one thing they are not is French!’
Holbrooke and Chalmers exchanged glances while Albach was staring at the table. Chalmers nodded discretely.
‘I feel for you, Major Albach; it’s difficult to imagine an honourable way out of this situation. And meanwhile, Prince Ferdinand grows in power while the French dissipate their strength in extended supply lines and in keeping down a hostile population. Emden will be bypassed, I imagine, and left to starve when it can no longer be supported by sea until Ferdinand has the leisure to deal with it.’
Albach looked up from the table. He had a strange, almost shy manner, Holbrooke noticed, and now he was unsure of how his next question would be received. It made him hesitant.
‘If I'm not indiscreet, sir, how soon do you expect that the blockade of Emden will be established? I ask out of concern for my men and for the citizens of the town.’
‘Well, I trust this will be kept from the French commander at Emden,’ Holbrooke fixed Albach with a stern gaze. ‘The blockade will start as soon as I have landed you. I don’t intend to leave the estuary again; my prizes will make their own way back to Harwich.’ Albach was listening carefully. ‘And I expect to be reinforced.’
‘Then my men will go hungry, for there is no getting food from the countryside, it’s already been stripped bare by the French, and the little that reaches us overland is insufficient for our daily needs.’
‘I fear that’s true, it’ll be a bleak winter for you and your men. Even the Dutch merchants won’t see enough profit to risk their ships and cargoes once they realise that the port is blockaded. You may get a small boat from Delfzijl or one of the villages on the Dollart daring to cross the estuary at night, a matter of a ton or two of supplies, but that won’t last long with a garrison of nearly four thousand Austrians and French.’
‘And the French will take the lion’s share,’ said Albach, looking wretched.
‘Tell me, Major, when the time comes for you to leave, do you have transport, carts and horses, to make your way out overland?’
‘I do, and I intend to keep them away from the French; they would like to control everything. Yes, we can leave overland, there’s certainly no escape for us by sea, we would need ten coasting ships to remove all my men and our equipment, that’s the number of ships that brought us here last year. When the French leave – and I am sure they will do so before the city is cut off – I don’t intend to be left to face the Prussians alone. And remember, Captain, although Austria is not at war with Britain, it is at war with Prussia. The fighting in the east is very bitter indeed, and there is little quarter asked or given. We’ll be fortunate if we become prisoners-of-war if we stay in Emden. However, timing is everything, and I cannot leave until it’s clear that the French are leaving.’ Albach shook his head in despair.
Holbrooke let the silence linger as the major stared at the table.
‘Can nothing be done for Major Albach’s men?’ asked Chalmers.
Holbrooke looked at him sharply but realised just in time that this was the chaplain’s way of acting out his role as the friend of the major while opening a line of conversation that could be exploited.
‘It’s hard to see how His Majesty’s navy can help,’ Holbrooke replied after a short interval for consideration. ‘Even if we could muster a fleet of transports to carry the Austrian garrison back to Ostend, it appears that such an act would be seen as desertion by the French commander at Emden; he’d oppose it with force, and there’d be consequences for the alliance between Austria and France. As a King’s officer it’s no business of mine to assist the diplomacy of either Austria or France, and as a friend to Major Albach, I’m struggling to imagine how I can help.’
Chalmers bowed. Major Albach had been merely a spectator in this short exchange between Holbrooke and Chalmers, but he appeared content with that arrangement; he could honestly state that he had not asked for assistance from the British navy. Nevertheless, he hadn’t contradicted anything that had been proposed, and Holbrooke had a good understanding of just how the Austrians stood in relation to their French allies in this far western part of the European war.
‘I find that I must again be frank with you, Captain, indiscreet even.’ The major was looking squarely at Holbrooke now. ‘I don’t know how the situation will develop over the next few weeks: how quickly the Prussians and Hanoverians will advance, how strongly the French will defend their gains in Hanover, and how quickly my men will run out of food. Perhaps we are both wrong, and Prince Ferdinand won’t leave the Elbe in the spring. Possibly your blockade will be broken, and the Dutch merchantmen will bring through the food that we need. But I fear the worst. Today, I have no plan that will allow me to leave Emden with honour, but who knows what tomorrow will bring? Setting aside my own desire to be rid of this dreadful situation, it must be in the interests of both of our nations that we should remain friends even though we have chosen allies who would make war with each other. I hope that if the circumstances allow, I will be able to communicate with you.’
◆◆◆
 
‘Well, what do you think, David,’ asked Holbrooke when the chaplain returned to the cabin. ‘Was he asking for our assistance?’
‘I believe he was, in a non-committal way,’ he replied. ‘He’s certainly in an unenviable position. It appears that his government would like him to find a way to abandon Emden without giving offence to their allies, the French.’
‘Yes, and if he gets it wrong, he’ll be disowned,’ continued Holbrooke. ‘It sounds as though his men are not particularly valued either. How hard would Austria push a protest if the French – for example only – put the major before a court martial for consorting with the enemy?’
‘There’s so much at stake for Austria in this new alliance with France that I can only imagine that the Austrian government would make no comment at all. They’ve much more to lose than the French if the alliance falls apart.’ Chalmers stared into his wine. ‘Unless I’m very much mistaken, we haven’t heard the last of Major Albach and his men. Tell me, George, do you feel inclined to help him; as a man, I mean, rather than as a King’s officer?’
‘I find that I can’t separate my two persons, but certainly, my inclination is to help him,’ Holbrooke replied. ‘I feel strangely sympathetic to him and his men. However, although it sounds trite, my duty comes first. At least while I tread these decks, I’m a King’s officer first and a private person a long way second.'
◆◆◆
 




18: The Gunboat
Wednesday, Twenty-Fifth of January 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Ems Estuary.
 
They put Albach ashore at Knock as the first light of dawn peeped briefly between the flat land that stretched towards the horizon beyond the Dollart and the low cloud that covered the south-eastern sky. There was no sign of the French horse artillery; in fact, there was no evidence of life at all in the small tidal village as Varley guided the yawl alongside the slime-covered jetty. The tiny French outpost, a corporal and four men according to the major, weren’t even awake to see the flag of truce that was flown from the transom. Major Albach cut a lonely figure as he waved goodbye, a brown-clad shape against the clapboard shacks and the dun-and-grey landscape. There was no doubt that he’d rather be back in Kestrel than in the claustrophobic atmosphere of an ill-defended town waiting for its fate to be decided when the campaigning season got underway. He was leaving behind his new friends and returning to a place where allies intrigued against each other, where he and his men were treated as second-class soldiers at best, as expendable pawns in a power-play at worst.
Holbrooke had entertained Albach to an early breakfast before he left. He liked the man, whether they were on opposing sides in this strange backwater of the war or not, but he also wanted to sow the seeds for future cooperation. Albach hadn’t followed up on their conversation at dinner two days before. Perhaps he was embarrassed, or was he ashamed that he’d discussed military dispositions with an officer who was able to exploit such information? Either way, it was only at breakfast that they had anything like such an open exchange of views again. Nothing firm was arranged; but as a contingency, it was agreed that if Albach should want to talk, then he’d display an Austrian flag where it could be seen by Kestrel but not by the French. The northern outskirts of Knock, where some high dykes fronted the sea, seemed an ideal place. Holbrooke intended to sail at least that far up the Ems every day that he was on station.
However, Kestrel’s officers quickly forgot about the Austrian Major as they wrestled with the problems of tides and soundings, of wind and snow, sleet and ice as the sloop settled into the twin tasks of blockade and survey in this forgotten corner of the great war.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke was determined that by the time Commodore Holmes arrived off the Ems, he and his officers would be masters of the navigation of the estuary, from its twin mouths either side of Borkum to the Dollart. He knew that the Dutch authorities would resent his presence in the estuary, particularly as it would be well-known by now that he’d taken three Dutch vessels and carried them away as prizes. It wasn’t just the three that had been taken that hurt the Dutch; the shipowners and merchants had not unreasonably declined to risk any more of their ships, men and cargoes on such a hazardous trade.
It was a surprise, therefore, when Kestrel was gifted one more prize to add to the growing fleet under the care of the commissioner at Harwich. A substantial galliot of the sea-going kind that traded from the Zuiderzee right up the Jutland peninsula and into the southern Baltic had chanced its luck. It must have spent at least two days laboriously tiding up the channel behind the islands, anchoring or taking the ground over each low tide and following the complicated patterns of floods and ebbs as the water rushed into and out of each gap in the island chain twice a day, covering and uncovering the amphibious land behind. But at some point, if it was to reach Emden where its cargo was worth twice its normal value, it had to break through into the Ems estuary between Rottum and the mainland, and in that passage lay Kestrel.
The galliot’s unfortunate master had chosen a flood tide, where the twin effect of the stream coming up the Western Ems and the rush of water joining it from behind Rottum, created an irresistible force that no vessel could fight. Once across the invisible line where the shallows of the inside passage gave way to the deeper channel of the estuary, there was no way back. No gun was needed, and no watchers on the shore saw the neat little operation, carried out without fuss and with no bloodshed. By the time the tide turned, the galliot had a prize crew and was ready to take the easterly wind back to Harwich; a fair, gentle wind that even such a flat-bottomed vessel would be able to endure in the open sea. The master, his mate and the single boy would give no trouble.
However, the real work was in charting the estuary before Commodore Holmes and his two frigates joined them. As each ebb started to slacken, Kestrel stood into the Ems, either through the east or the west arms, depending on the wind, and slowly made her way up the channel, backing and filling to allow accurate soundings to be taken. The master was in his element, directing the course of the sloop to make the most comprehensive chart of the depths. In this freezing weather, with bare hands subjected to the cold salt water and the easterly wind, a man could only cast the lead half a dozen times before he lost the feeling in his fingers. The galley stove was kept well stoked to return the circulation as each seaman completed his trick. But that was the easy part. As each ebb started, Kestrel turned her head to the north and rode the tide back out to sea, leaving the yawl to take the soundings in places that the sloop couldn’t reach. Much of the time it was so shallow that a sounding pole – a heavy fifteen-foot length of ash marked in fathoms and feet – took the place of a lead-line. Gradually, the estuary gave up its secrets, even on the Dutch side which in theory at least was the territorial water of a neutral nation.
◆◆◆
 
 Inevitably it was the yawl’s activities in Dutch waters that sparked the conflict. Kestrel was five miles north of Delfzijl, stemming the ebb tide in the narrowing channel between the banks of mud that the receding tide lay bare. The channel here was less than a mile wide at the bottom of the tide, but by now Holbrooke and Fairview knew it well. Kestrel sat happily on the larboard tack under her tops’ls, her head to the south as her four knots of speed exactly countered the four knots of ebbing tidal stream running under her keel. The yawl was two-and-a-half miles south, sounding the Groningen Watt, the bank that guarded the shallow bay to the north of Delfzijl, where the ebbing tide deposited the silt that was carried down by the Ems. The light was failing, and Holbrooke expected the yawl to pull out into the channel at any moment and let the tide bring her home.
‘Captain, sir,’ said the master, his telescope to his eye, staring at a point on the starboard bow, in the direction of Delfzijl. ‘There’s that gunboat again, just creeping out of the harbour.’
Now that his attention was drawn to it, Holbrooke could see the boat with his naked eye. There was something ominous in the way it crept across the water. It was flying no flag this time, and if ever an inanimate object could look hostile, it was this gunboat. Holbrooke looked at the yawl. It was still sounding, and through his telescope he could see the pole rising and falling as the oars lifted and dipped in silent unison, just feeling its way along the edge of the bank.
‘Clear away a gun on the starboard side, Mister Lynton, as fast as you can. Give the yawl a warning as soon as you’re ready.’
Holbrooke didn’t like the look of this. Varley had apparently not seen the gunboat. The yawl’s head was to the south, so the oarsmen were all facing away from Delfzijl, and Varley was concentrating on recording the soundings. He knew nothing of the impending danger. The gunboat, Holbrooke could see, was heading straight out into the channel to catch the full force of the ebbing tide. She was trying to cut the yawl off from the sloop.
Bang! Holbrooke jumped involuntarily. He could see Varley look over his shoulder at the sloop, then, rather comically as seen through the telescope, he looked all around the horizon until his eyes fixed upon the gunboat, black and purposeful right on his bow. The rush of activity was clearly visible. In came the sounding-pole and the seaman who had been wielding it dropped onto a thwart and shipped his oar. The yawl, under the leverage of backed oars on her larboard side, spun around and headed slantwise into the channel, making a dash for the safety of Kestrel’s guns.
‘T’gallants and courses,’ roared the master. ‘Mister Jackson, get those men moving smartly.’
Kestrel piled on sail. In a few minutes, she was making way up-channel, but oh, so slowly against the ebbing tide. The gunboat showed her colours now, a Dutch ensign streaming from her stern. She was big. Holbrooke counted twelve oars each side, and there was that great gun in her bows which now opened fire on the yawl. That wasn’t a warning shot, it was well pointed, and it pitched just half a cable short.
‘Beat to quarters, Mister Lynton.’ Holbrooke was watching the three-cornered race now without the telescope, and he could see that he wouldn’t be able to protect the yawl before the nine-pounder – he could see its size now – found its range. The gunboat only needed to land one shot in the yawl, and it would sink without trace. No doubt the Dutchmen would then turn tail and row back to Delfzijl, their massive oars – double-banked, he could see – giving them more speed than Kestrel, particularly as they could use the shallow water where the tidal stream was less fierce.
The shallows! Of course!
‘Mister Fairview. We’ll have the lead-lines worked both starboard and larboard. I’m going to test your surveys now. I have the ship.’
With that Holbrooke took responsibility for the pilotage of the sloop, because what he was about to do, he wouldn’t ask of any other man. He was constitutionally unable to hand over this responsibility to the master.
‘Up helm, quartermaster and bring her four points to starboard.’
‘Mister Jackson, I’d be grateful if you personally supervised the leadsmen.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the bosun, hurrying forward and pointing to one of his best able seamen and the larboard chains.
‘By the mark, five!’ called the starboard leadsman. Plenty of water for now, but it would shallow fast. Kestrel drew twelve feet at full load, perhaps eleven feet six inches with the expenditure of water and stores since she left Harwich. Two fathoms then, but that left only six inches spare. Luckily the sea in the estuary today was almost flat with barely a ripple.
‘By the deep, four!’ The larboard leadsman this time. Good, they were acting in cooperation so that each cast his lead in the interval between the other’s casts. It was worth sending Jackson forward; Holbrooke knew that the job would be done well, and each sounding would be checked for accuracy.
Bang! Another shot from the gunboat.
‘That landed close to the starboard oars, sir,’ said Lynton. ‘The ship’s at quarters and cleared for action. Both batteries ready loaded with ball.’
‘Very well, Mister Lynton. I’m going to threaten that boat with being cut off from its home. You may be able to get a broadside in, but don’t fire unless I order it.’
Holbrooke had already decided that he wouldn’t harm the gunboat unless it managed to land a shot in the yawl. That would strengthen his hand when he had to argue his reasons for his actions. However, if he could capture it…
‘And a half, three!’ That was the starboard leadsman again. Twenty-one feet of water, so just nine feet under the keel. He could sense the thick mud beneath them, like the sirens, calling them on to their destruction.
‘You have two cables on this course before you’re aground, sir,’ said the master softly. Only Holbrooke and the quartermaster heard him. The quartermaster moved closer to the helmsman and whispered to him. ‘Stand-by.’
‘By the mark, three!’ That was the larboard leadsman, the side further away from the shallows. It was a marginal but important point; the larboard side would have a slightly greater depth to report than the starboard. A matter of inches, but one more piece of information to be computed.
‘She’s fired again, sir,’ said the master. ‘Over! But that will have wetted Mister Varley.’
Holbrooke had actually not heard it, such was his concentration. He was watching the yawl, watching the swirl of the tide at the sloop’s bow, and calculating how much further they could go. Every yard was vital because he could see how the stream was much more sluggish the further out of the channel they ventured. That could mean the difference between life and death for Varley and his yawl’s crew. But if he ran aground…
Holbrooke realised how much he valued his master’s mate. He wouldn’t leave him to face that gunboat alone.
‘And a half, two.’ Fifteen feet, only three feet under the keel.
‘Put your helm down, quartermaster, handsomely. Set your head right at the point of land on the other bank.’ He indicated the bulge in the coast at Knock, where the Frisian shore turned east towards Emden.
The quartermaster nodded at the steersman who lent against the tiller, pushing it twenty degrees to leeward so that the alteration of course was gradual, rather than an abrupt turn that would slow the sloop down. Kestrel came five points closer to the wind; she was following the edge of the mud now, just angling slightly towards the deeper water.
‘And a half, two.’ The larboard side again, so it would be a few inches shallower on the starboard side, but Holbrooke knew that they were gradually edging into deeper water.
‘We’re stirring the mud, sir,’ said Fairview in a matter-of-fact tone, looking over the side at the dark brown water being churned up by their keel. Then there really were only a couple of feet beneath them; this was sailing on the very edge and Holbrooke was grateful that the master was no dramatist. ‘Your depth will gradually increase on this course; in fact, you could come a point to starboard.’
Holbrooke looked up at the gunboat just in time to see it spin around. They were pulling like furies. Evidently, they’d seen the danger that was posed by the sloop, it’s two rows of guns clearly visible as she came head-on towards her prey. Too late though, too late. Holbrooke could see his plan starting to work.
‘Quartermaster, half a point to starboard.’ That will state our intention, he thought.
‘If you luff now, sir, I’ll be sure of getting a few hits,’ said Lynton, eagerly.
‘Hold your course, quartermaster,’ he said calmly. ‘And hold your fire, Mister Lynton.’
The yawl was abeam now, it’s crew hallooing as the sloop swept past. They were out of danger, and the hunter had become the hunted. The gunboat’s coxswain had underestimated Kestrel, misread the determination and boldness of her captain and wholly failed to believe that by methodically surveying the estuary, it was now the British navy that knew the shifting sand and mud better than the Dutch.
Ownership of the Ems estuary had been transferred to King George!
Holbrooke could see the fear on the rowers' faces. Their stroke was becoming ragged as they concentrated on the approaching nemesis, rather than on keeping time and maintaining their speed. In fact, the boat was visibly slowing, its bow-wave dropping as the crew became more and more distracted. The coxswain, a middle-aged man in a blue coat, looked over his shoulder and saw that Kestrel was close enough for a killer blow. But he was a man of determination, and he was shouting to keep the oarsmen in order. He was going to play this to the end. By sheer force of example, he prevailed, and the oarsmen started pulling in time again. In - out - in - out. A punishing rhythm that would have killed men not bred to the sea.
Holbrooke watched impassively as the gunboat started to draw ever so slowly away from the sloop. He knew that he wasn’t going to get between them and Delfzijl so unless they struck their colours – and that coxswain didn’t look the striking sort – the only way to stop them was to swing Kestrel’s bows to larboard and sink them with a broadside. Both Holbrooke and the Dutch coxswain knew that it could be done, without any fear of failure.
‘Haul your wind, quartermaster,’ ordered Holbrooke and the sloop’s bows swung to larboard opening the whole starboard battery to the gunboat. The coxswain looked over his shoulder again, and even as he saw the battery pointing at him, he tipped his hat to Holbrooke before turning back to encourage his men to pull harder. He was a dead man, and he knew it.
‘Hold your fire, Mister Lynton,’ said Holbrooke with icy calm. When he was certain that the first lieutenant heard him, he added, ‘one gun at full elevation over their heads, if you please.’
‘Number one gun. Withdraw your quoin. You’ll fire at my command,’ ordered Lynton. He watched the movement of the ship and timed it so that he gave the order as Kestrel ceased her downward roll and had just started the up-roll. That allowed for the delay in using a linstock to fire the gun.
‘Number one gun. Fire!’
Holbrooke saw the oarsmen flinch, he heard the officer in the stern shout something to them and then he saw the splash half a mile beyond.
Most of the oarsmen in the gunboat had stopped rowing when they heard the gun, concluding that it was all over for them. Holbrooke could see the shocked and incredulous faces as they realised that Kestrel was letting them go. The coxswain stood up and turned to face the sloop, his blue coat showing a modest amount of gold braid on the collar and cuffs; an officer then, in all probability. He looked deliberately at Holbrooke and raised his hat. Holbrooke touched his in acknowledgement. Then the Dutchman turned to the task of getting his crew back in order and pulling for home.
Holbrooke stared at the retreating gunboat for a long half-minute, the tension draining away as he realised that he’d won that encounter, quite emphatically.
‘Steady on this course quartermaster.’
Jackson had watched all this from the fo’c’sle, where he’d been supervising the leadsmen. ‘Three cheers for Captain Holbrooke,’ he shouted, and the shouts of Kestrel’s people pursued the chastened gunboat on its dismal journey back to Delfzijl.
Holbrooke turned to face his crew, acknowledging the compliment.
‘You have the ship, Mister Fairview. Overtake the yawl, get her crew inboard and take her in tow. Then get us out to sea before the light fails entirely.’
‘You made your point, sir, I believe,’ said the master staring in outright admiration.
‘I think we did, Mister Fairview, I think we did.’
◆◆◆
 




19: The Commodore
Wednesday, Fifteenth of February 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. Harwich.
 
The navy anchorage at Harwich was unusually crowded, with two tall frigates, a sloop and a cutter in a cluster at the northern end, a cable off the King’s Yard. The two bilanders had gone, presumably snapped up by some east-coast merchant and soon to be carrying coals from Newcastle to London or naval stores from the Baltic to Portsmouth. The pink was still there and the galliot of course, but they both looked as though they’d been taken in hand by new owners. That meant the prize money was one step closer to being paid.
‘I know one of those frigates,’ said Fairview with his telescope to his eye. ‘That’s Seahorse, twenty-four, and she’s flying a pennant. I don’t know the other, but the sloop’s Strombolo. I’ve seen her before when she was fitted as a bomb, and I believe she’s arranged internally as a fireship if she should ever be required in that guise.’
‘Then that’ll be Commodore Holmes. Anchor close abeam of Seahorse if you please.’
‘Starboard battery’s ready to salute, sir,’ said the gunner, removing his hat respectfully. Matross was an older man and clung to the old ways. He had no time for those who would merely touch their hat when addressing their captain, nothing but a full removal would do for the solemn formality of saluting their new flag.
‘Very well, Mister Matross. Then it’ll be an eleven-gun salute.’ Holbrooke was thankful that he’d ordered the gunner to be ready to acknowledge the commodore. He’d anticipated that Holmes would be gathering his squadron at Harwich a little later in February but had ordered the preparations in case he was early, and here he was. But how would this affect Kestrel’s orders?
‘Mister Jackson, clear away the yawl larboard side and pass the word for my coxswain. I’ll be calling on the commodore as soon as the anchor’s let go.’
Kestrel crept slowly into her berth half a cable on the flagship’s beam, stemming the ebb tide under her tops’ls, feeling her way, deadening her speed by checking the braces and showing a little more canvas when she needed to surge ahead. When Fairview was happy that the sloop was in her correct berth and would lie back on the cable to be right abeam the commodore with room to swing, he backed the fore-tops’l and brought her to a dead stop.
One of the first changes that would be made to Kestrel when she was put into the hands of Portsmouth dockyard would be to give her a regular man-of-war’s capstan to replace the antique windlass. However, one of the advantages of the windlass was that it was fixed to the upper deck, where the fo’c’sle would be if she weren’t flush-decked. That meant that the cable was ranged on the upper deck ready for anchoring, and Fairview, therefore, had a clear view of the whole anchoring process.
‘Let go!’ called the master. The captain of the fo’c’sle cast off the ring stopper from its cleat, throwing himself backwards to avoid being hit by the stout length of cordage as it was propelled upwards and back onto the deck with a whiplash effect. The anchor fell clear of the cathead, plunging into the brown water with barely a sound and dragging the cable behind it. Lynton had ordered a half turn around the bitts so that the anchor could be controlled if necessary and the friction created a thin trail of smoke that was quickly extinguished by a boy with a bucket of water.
Bang! went the first gun of the salute, and all of Harwich’s somnolent seagulls rose flapping into the air, squawking their indignation. Bang! the second, and now with the noise from the cable subsiding, Holbrooke could hear the gunner chanting as he strode from gun to gun, his linstock in his hand: ‘If I wasn’t a gunner I wouldn’t be here, number five gun fire. If I wasn’t a gunner I wouldn’t be here, number seven gun fire …’
‘Belay!’ shouted Fairview when he judged that enough cable had been let out. The hands on the fo’c’sle took a full turn around the bits and lay back on the cable. Kestrel was at anchor, and the salute was only half complete.
The gunner did indeed cling to the old ways. A man-of-war’s guns were numbered from forward to aft, odd numbers to starboard and even numbers to port. So, while a younger, lesser gunner may order a salute without regard to the gun’s allotted, God-given number, Matross pedantically referred to them in the correct form as the Almighty had intended. Hence his litany skipped all the even numbers, as he planned to fire the full salute from the starboard battery.
Holbrooke could see Matross looking over his shoulder at the number one gun, the furthest forward on the starboard side and the first to fire, whose crew was hastily reloading. If they didn’t manage it in time before number fifteen gun fired, he’d have to order number two gun to fire, which, being on the other side of the ship, would advertise his shame to the whole of Harwich, and more particularly to the ships of their new squadron. It should be possible for a well-drilled crew; there was no ball to load, just a quarter-weight charge already prepared in its felt bag, but it would be a close-run thing.
Number two gun’s crew waited tensely, their gun loaded, primed and run out. The gun captain fingered his linstock, blowing on it gently because it was understood that the gunner would be unable to reach them with his own linstock before they must fire, if the even spacing of the salute was to be maintained.
‘…number fifteen gun fire.’ Matross turned, ready to capitulate and order number two gun to come to the rescue, when he saw number one gun’s captain fling his arm triumphantly into the air, followed by the captains of numbers three and five.
‘If I wasn’t a gunner I wouldn’t be here, number one gun fire,’ he intoned, a slight smile creasing the corners of his mouth, and every man on Kestrel’s deck breathed again.
‘They’re in a rare old stew on the flagship, sir,’ said Lynton, looking at the hive of activity as the master gunner of Seahorse lashed out right and left with his cane, in a vain attempt to be ready to return the salute. But it wasn’t to be, and the Kestrels had the intense satisfaction of counting down a five-minute delay in the return of the salute, by which time the yawl was lying off the flagship’s side waiting for the salute to finish before Holbrooke could be received on board.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke’s report would have to be delivered to Holmes now, not directly to the Admiralty, and he was carrying it now as he mounted the frigate’s side to the howling of the pipes. Holmes was a proper commodore, a first-class commodore with a post-captain in command of his flagship. It was Captain Thomas Taylor who met Holbrooke at the waist, and he didn’t look too pleased that the young commander had upstaged the flagship at their first meeting.
‘It’s good to meet you, Holbrooke,’ he said, his expression giving his words the lie. ‘I see you chose to arrive unannounced.’
Holbrooke could feel a hundred pairs of disapproving eyes upon him. Perhaps he should have sent in a boat to declare his imminent arrival, but that all seemed a bit unnecessary as Kestrel was a familiar sight in Harwich. In any case, he had a good easterly wind which Fairview had forecast would fall before the tide turned, and he could feel that forecast coming true as he was rowed across, the chop of wind against tide being noticeably less. He could have been delayed until noon, when the flood would start if he’d followed this arbitrary protocol. But still, Holbrooke realised that he’d made an unfortunate first impression and it would be as well to show a little humility.
‘Thank you, sir, and I apologise for startling you. I wasn’t expecting to see you here yet, and the wind served…’ He realised that he was probably making matters worse and it would be better to hold his tongue. Taylor was some fifteen years Holbrooke’s senior in age. He’d been a lieutenant in the last war, suffered on half pay through the peace and had been made master and commander in the small brig-sloop Badger in ‘fifty-six when the navy mobilised for the next war. Holbrooke knew of him for his briefly famous action against a French privateer of almost double Badger’s force, for which he’d been made post-captain and commissioned into Seahorse. In principle, if Holbrooke made a good impression during his time in command of Kestrel, he could be posted in about a year and then he would be only a matter of months behind Taylor on the post-captain’s list. But for now, the disparity in rank was enormous. Taylor was a post-captain who only had to live long enough to one day hoist his flag as an admiral, while Holbrooke, in the rank of commander, had but a tenuous hold on a naval career. If he didn’t impress in his new rank, he’d be on half pay by the end of the year, his career over, for he wouldn’t get another sloop and he couldn’t return to the lieutenant’s rank. Promotion to commander carried a cruel jeopardy that was well known and understood.
Commodore Holmes occupied the great cabin, which would otherwise have been Taylor’s. It must have been an awkward arrangement because Seahorse was an older, smaller frigate mounting only twenty-four nine-pounder guns. She’d been laid down and launched here, at the King’s Yard in Harwich just a few hundred yards away. Seahorse had been built to the now-discredited 1745 establishment and in consequence was cramped and under-gunned. It was difficult to know where Taylor would be berthed; certainly it would be less comfortable than the great cabin.
Holmes wore an un-powdered half-wig that barely touched the collar of his undress frock coat, giving him a casual appearance. Evidently, he’d also been caught unawares by Kestrel’s pre-dawn arrival. However, he was inclined to be friendly; perhaps he enjoyed his flag captain’s discomfort. It wouldn’t be unusual for there to be tension between a commodore and the captain of the flagship; after all, they were substantially the same rank. When this mission was over, Holmes could easily find himself once again the captain of a man-of-war.
‘That was a neat piece of work, Captain Holbrooke. Your master must know Harwich well.’
‘Yes, sir,’ Holbrooke replied. ‘This is our third visit since we’ve been on station.’
‘I’ve heard all about your prizes from the port commissioner. He tells me they’re sold already and have fetched good prices. The prize court is moving with extraordinary speed, trying to establish the Rule of 1756 by giving it a wide body of legal precedent, before the challenges gain ground.’
Now that Holbrooke didn’t know, although he should have guessed. International law leaned heavily upon precedent, and if the courts could offer enough uncontested cases or could create so many that the contestants couldn’t keep up, the Rule would become accepted by default, whatever the neutrals thought.
‘And I heard about Deschamps and his unfortunate … injury.’ Holmes looked meaningfully at Holbrooke, letting the younger man know that he’d been told, or suspected, the truth of the story.
‘Yes, sir. An unfortunate incident, but I have a replacement already, Mister Lynton, and we’re doing very well. I’ve called in today for wood and water and to replenish my victuals. It’s my good fortune to find you here, sir.’
Taylor grimaced. He wasn’t at all sure that seeing the commodore’s pendant was a surprise to Holbrooke. Otherwise, how on earth had he been able to fire off an eleven-gun salute at such short notice?
‘Well, I’m glad to see you,’ said Holmes. ‘It saves me coming to the Ems to find you. I think Admiral Forbes told you that I’ll be establishing a blockade of the Weser before I turn my attention to the Ems. But you seem to have it pretty well stoppered. Is much getting through?’
‘Just the local traffic from Delfzijl and the Groningen villages around the Dollart, nothing above ten tons. There are nearly four-thousand French and Austrian soldiers in Emden, not to mention the civilian population. They’ll be feeling the pinch, sir. We’ve been up the Ems as far as Delfzijl every day, and they know that we’re taking prizes.’
‘Then they’ll have noticed your absence by now.’ Holmes looked thoughtful. ‘I need you back there as soon as possible, Holbrooke. The French – and it seems the Austrians – will be offering greater inducements to the merchants now so we can expect some more determined efforts to get the shipments through.’
Holmes didn’t mention that he was entitled to one-eighth of the value of any prizes that Holbrooke took, from this moment forward. Of course, he gained nothing from the captures that had already been made. Many men would have been irritated that Holbrooke had effectively stifled the trade – and therefore the potential for prizes – before coming under his command, but if Holmes felt that way, he didn’t show it.
‘You know,’ said the commodore, ‘it wouldn’t be surprising if the French were feeling a little isolated in Emden. When their field army retreats – and retreat it must, in the face of the fresh forces that Prince Ferdinand is mustering on the Elbe – Emden will be left to fend for itself, and eventually it must fall to famine or siege. If I were that French commandant, I’d be thinking about abandoning the city before my escape is cut off. If you can do anything to encourage him – without unnecessarily endangering your ship, of course – then you should do so. I won’t put that into writing but just bear it in mind, would you?’
‘Yes, sir,’ replied Holbrooke, and he described their encounter with Major Albach. ‘The Austrian major hinted as much; he was very free with his information.’
‘What a stroke it would be if the navy could take Emden without any help from the army!’ Holmes turned to his secretary. ‘Draft a letter to the port commissioner informing him that Kestrel has priority for wood, water and victuals, and anything else they need. It’s all to be completed by noon tomorrow.’
Holbrooke looked startled. He’d hoped to be able to give each watch a few hours ashore to stretch their legs and spend some of their future prize money. It was lucky that he hadn’t mentioned it to his officers because then the people would certainly be anticipating a run ashore.
‘Is there any reason that you can’t sail tomorrow, Holbrooke?’ asked Holmes, seeing the blank look on his face.
‘None at all, sir,’ he replied, recovering quickly. ‘I’ll catch the last of the ebb if the wind doesn’t serve.’
‘Very well, very well. Now, you’ll join me for dinner? Meanwhile, my secretary will let you know what reports I need. You’re under my command now, you know. No more hobnobbing with their Lordships and the Admiralty Secretary for you!’
◆◆◆
 
Jackson surveyed the sloop’s people from his precarious perch atop the belfry. Being a severely flush-decked ship, there was no true fo’c’sle or quarterdeck from which he could look down on them, so the belfry it had to be, perched on top of the massive timbers of the windlass. He also knew that it was a very effective arrangement for his purposes. He was one of the ship’s officers now, not a commission officer but a warrant officer and like every bosun, he’d come up from the lower deck. It was better for all if he employed less formality than the captain or the first lieutenant would in addressing both watches.
‘Now then men,’ he began. ‘First off, the captain’s asked me to tell you that you’ve done well this past six weeks and he says that he’s proud of you.’
Jackson studied the men. There were a few who looked suspicious; they’d heard similar starts before, and it usually meant that the bosun was being sent to deliver a message that the commission officers would rather not have to. A few only, because in general, they were a happy company, shaking down well and with some significant successes under their belts, not to mention a tidy sum in prize money in a few months. Most of them looked attentive, hoping that the bosun was going to say something to their advantage.
‘Now, you’ll all have heard that we’re sailing on the last of the ebb tomorrow.’
Apparently one or two hadn’t, but they were men so far removed from the workings of the ship – the loblolly boy, some of the warrant officers’ servants and a powder monkey or two – that they hardly mattered.
‘We’ve wood, water, victuals and some stores to get on board, so there’s a deal of work to be done.’
‘No run ashore then Bosun?’ asked a bewhiskered quartermaster in the front row of men. He was presuming on his great age and vital skills to ask the awkward question.
‘Now there you’ve got it wrong, Curly. You’ve been listening at the wrong scuttle-butts, you have. Try hauling some of those grey curls away from your ears next time.’
That drew a laugh, and it grabbed the attention of the few cynics. He had their attention now.
‘If we can get the heavy stuff done today, and I can see the water lighter heading our way now,’ he said looking over towards the yard, ‘Mister Lynton is prepared to give you shore leave, watch-by-watch, after the evening gun.’
There was some excited whispering now. Few of the men had been ashore since they sailed from Portsmouth back at the end of December. Harwich wasn’t London, nor yet was it Portsmouth Point, but where there were sailors, there were drinking-houses and where there was money being spent there were women.
‘Silence!’ roared Jackson. The whispering died down, and he was again looking down at a mass of expectant faces.
‘Watch-by watch, I say, and the change of the watch will be at two bells in the first watch. That’s fair. So, who’s to take the long dogs and who’s to take the first and middle? Starbowlines or larbowlines?’
There was a general discussion. Some thought the earlier liberty boat would be better. What if the ale-houses all closed before the second half of the crew got ashore? Some thought the later session was the better when the town had livened up a bit.
‘Captains of tops, what’s your preference?’
The six men broke away from the crowd and gathered together in front of the windlass. These were the most respected men on the lower deck, the shapers of opinion and the arbiters of fair play. There were a few moments of discussion, then the captain of the foretop in the larboard watch raised his voice.
‘We should draw lots for it Bosun. That way it’s all square.’
‘A good idea, George, a good idea. Who’ll give me two straws from their hat?’
Jackson turned his back on the men and arranged the two straws in his large fist so that their tops were level.
‘Who’s youngest?’ he asked.
A tiny and acutely shy boy was pushed to the front. He looked about eight, but Jackson knew that he claimed to be thirteen. The truth was probably somewhere between the two ages, but as there was no documentary evidence of his birth, it would probably be forever a mystery. He was a Marine Society boy, taken from the streets of London, given a hot meal and a suit of clothes and sent to the receiving ship. His officially documented life had begun when he’d been presented to the society by a kindly magistrate. Harsh it may have been, but it was a far, far better life than he’d have had in the capital, homeless and vulnerable and with an almost certain life of crime and punishment ahead of him. He was considered a lucky boy in Kestrel, and the rest of the people were happy to have him picking the straw.
‘Now then youngster, you just pick the straw that looks best to you. If you pick the longest, your watch goes ashore first, if you pick the shortest, your watch is second. Do the captains agree?’
‘Aye, Bosun, we agree,’ said the one who had spoken before.
The boy looked in horror at the bosun’s fist, then at the tops of the two straws. He was getting helpful calls by now. ‘Pick the thickest one!’ ‘No, if it’s yellow it’s the longest.’ ‘Bosun’s fist has probably crushed them anyway; just pick any one.’
He stood paralysed for a few seconds, which to him must have seemed like hours. Tentatively he reached out and touched the straw furthest away from him. Jackson opened his fist to show that young Larry had picked the longest straw, the larbowlines would go ashore first.
◆◆◆
 




20: News
Thursday, Sixteenth of February 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Orford Ness West 4 leagues.
 
Kestrel had sailed as Commodore Holmes had ordered, taking the last of the ebb tide and a friendly westerly breeze to sweep down the Orwell between Harwich on the Essex side and the Landguard Fort on the Suffolk side, and out into the North Sea. They had victuals, wood and water for three months and a full magazine. However, the people were not at their best after their run ashore; it was fortunate that a salute wasn’t required, and Jackson had prevented a nasty incident at the windlass when the pawls weren’t correctly engaged before the men started heaving the cable in. But they were at sea now, and the salt air would soon clear the thick heads.
‘Bosun’s Mate! Get those men moving on the foremast, I want the t’gallants set this watch, not later this afternoon when the hands feel it convenient. I’ve never seen such a shocking display. Use your starter, man!’
Fairview was apparently not in good humour. He’d taken himself ashore for dinner with the master attendant at the King’s Yard, an old friend and drinking partner. By the way that he held the heel of his hand to the side of his head, he was experiencing agony every time he shouted, and today a good deal of shouting was required as the hands were driven to their station, many still retching up the remains of their debauched run ashore.
Holbrooke, however, was in a particularly good frame of mind. He’d dined with the commodore and by sharing a few glasses of wine he’d made his peace with the flag captain. It was important that the commodore should be well-acquainted with his captains because, with naval signalling in its infancy, a squadron commander had to rely on his captains to correctly interpret the few signals that he could make, supplemented by shouted instructions when they could get close enough. But it was still the case that a captain had to carefully watch the movements of the flagship and direct his own ship accordingly.
He’d met the other captains: Francis, who commanded the second frigate, Charity; Smith of Strombolo, another young commander like himself; and Stretton of the cutter Acrias, a lieutenant half a dozen years older than Holbrooke. There were some tensions in the squadron, but nothing out-of-the-ordinary, nothing even remotely to compare with the outright hostility that Holbrooke had experienced when Medina came under the command of Commodore Jermy in Wessex, and they were ordered to attack Port Louis on the island of Grenada. Francis was considerably senior to Thompson and didn’t seem particularly pleased that the junior man had the ear of the commodore. Stretton looked wistfully at both Holbrooke and Smith; he probably felt that it was just luck that separated him, a lieutenant, from the two commanders, and Holbrooke thought he was probably correct. Smith, however, appeared to be perfectly happy with life. He was still in his early twenties and commander of his own sloop. True, Holbrooke was even younger and had held his rank a month longer, but there wasn’t a great deal to separate Strombolo and Kestrel; the latter carried two more guns, but she was still a makeshift affair, not yet having been refitted to a regular navy standard.
After dinner, back in Kestrel, when the bulk of the stores had been embarked, he’d drunk moderately to the sloop’s good fortune and had experienced his first all night in since they sailed from Portsmouth six weeks before. That would have been enough to give him an insufferably sunny disposition, but there was more good fortune. As the anchor was breaking free and the tops’ls were being braced around, a bag of mail had arrived in the port commissioner’s boat.
◆◆◆
 
‘The ship’s under all plain sail sir, heading east-by-north before a westerly wind,’ reported Fairview, his hand rigidly by his side and a look of intense pain on his face.
‘Will she take stuns’ls Master?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘She will sir, but I fancy this wind will veer to the north and then we’ll be handing them before the watch is over.’
It was quite clear that Fairview wanted nothing to delay his retreat to his cabin. Sod the stuns’ls.
‘Very well, Master. The watch below can be dismissed, who has the deck?’
‘I do sir, until eight bells, then I’ll hand over to Mister Lynton. He should be here at any moment.’
Holbrooke could see out of the corner of his eye that the marine on duty on the quarterdeck was eyeing the half-hour glass as the last grains ran down into the neck. Fairview was watching him also, and he appeared to be steeling himself for the eight strokes on the bell that would be coming … very … soon.
Ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding, ding-ding! The marine announced the change of the watch with eight firm strokes, delivered in pairs for those who were challenged by numbers greater than four. Fairview clenched his jaw and the muscles in his neck quivered as he tensed himself. His head didn’t fall off, nor did his brain explode, but he remained immobile for a dozen heartbeats after the last reverberation died away.
‘’You should turn in, Master, you look as though you’ve been overworking,’ said Holbrooke, grinning.
There’s nothing like seeing a colleague suffering to cheer a man up, and Holbrooke was enjoying this rare glimpse of his near-perfect sailing master behaving like any mortal man. Lynton came on deck looking a little fragile, but nowhere near as bad as Fairview. After a few words about the course and calling him for sails sighted and weather changes, Holbrooke left the deck and retreated to his cabin.
◆◆◆
 
Pritchard was in the cabin, arranging the letters on the table in the order that he thought Holbrooke should read them. There were four from the Navy Board, already opened, which he quickly skimmed; two of them referred to the Portsmouth master attendant’s publicly stated disappointment that Kestrel had been ordered to sail before she could be put in a decent order for His Majesty’s service. He predicted dire consequences if Mister Holbrooke didn’t persuade the Admiralty Board to let him bring the sloop in for a refit. Kestrel would surely suffer excessive lee-helm due to the feeble effect of the driver, she’d lose valuable anchors when the windlass failed to break them free from the bottom, and she’d be subject to collisions and groundings when the tiller became unmanageable in heavy weather. He reserved his most hair-raising prophecy for the scandalously misplaced magazine, which could take fire at any moment, given its proximity to both the galley stove and the sail-room, that well-known cause of spontaneous combustion from the stowage of damp canvas. Holbrooke smiled at the vehemence of the letters. He would let Pritchard draft a suitably soothing reply which with a bit of luck and the delays in the mail while he was based at Harwich would keep the master attendant at bay for a few months. The other two were for the purser and the bosun respectively, and Pritchard would draft a response, if it was needed, after talking to each of them; there was no need to comment.
That dealt with the official mail. There was nothing from the Admiralty, which was no surprise as Admiral Forbes would deal with Kestrel strictly through Commodore Holmes now. Pritchard gathered them up and departed quietly, leaving three letters on the desk.
There was a letter from Captain Carlisle; presumably it had been sent from Port Royal not long after Kestrel sailed. It came as a shock to Holbrooke to realise that he’d only departed the Jamaica Station less than three months before; Carlisle must have written the letter within a few days of Kestrel sailing. And there was a letter from his father, and one from his prize agent.
Holbrooke held up each one in turn, balancing them. He ached to read Carlisle’s letter first, but it seemed disrespectful to his father to leave his letter on the table while he read one from a man who was no relation. Carlisle was still a patron, and he could yet influence the course of Holbrooke’s career by using his interest to ensure that he was posted in due course and given a frigate to command. Nevertheless, he was no longer Holbrooke’s captain; the relationship had changed. But there was one other thing that occurred to Holbrooke as Kestrel swooped and glided across the unusually benign North Sea. He hardly liked to admit it to himself, but he’d hoped for a letter from Ann, the girl that he’d met at Rookesbury House on Christmas Day. He had no right to expect a letter. In fact, it would have been almost unthinkable for Ann to have written to him based on a casual meeting at someone else’s house party. No properly educated young lady would so expose herself. And yet…
It’s a reflection of how far Holbrooke had come in casting off his ties to the shore and embracing the vocation of a sea officer, that filial duty lost the contest for the honour of being the first letter to be opened. Holbrooke, ever the self-analyst, examined his own motivations as he slid the knife through the seal on Carlisle’s letter. It would certainly be wrong to suggest that he loved his father less; they had a good relationship that would survive through any number of years apart. However, Holbrooke acknowledged to himself that it was a relationship from the past. His childhood in Wickham had a dreamlike quality that had only been deepened by his short in December. He didn’t belong there anymore, so his future lay with the relationships that he forged in the navy, and the most important of those was with Carlisle, the man who had saved him – in Holbrooke’s view – from being cast aside, unfit for the service.
The letter wasn’t very long, just two pages in Carlisle’s own hand, still slightly shaky from his broken clavicle. As Holbrooke opened it, a pressed flower fluttered to the deck. It was a hibiscus, its luscious orange colour preserved over the long miles that it had travelled. Its colour was so deep as to be almost scarlet. That must be a gift from Lady Chiara, Carlisle’s wife; there’d been hibiscus at the Angelini house overlooking Nice when they’d first met, and they flourished on Jamaica. The letter was dated only two days after Kestrel had sailed.
Holbrooke quickly skimmed it for news. There was none, it being a letter from one man to another, a letter to cement bonds of friendship and to keep a relationship alive over five thousand miles of salt ocean. Of course, there could be little news in an enclosed island like Jamaica after only two days, Holbrooke shouldn’t have expected any. Nevertheless, he felt the dislocation from that insular community and was strangely disappointed that there was nothing new to tell. He’d written to Carlisle in December, giving an account of his brush with the French convoy, but Carlisle probably wouldn’t have received it yet.
 There were greetings from Chiara who had slipped the flower into the letter, to remind him of warmer seas and old friends. Greetings also from Enrico, Chiara’s cousin and now a midshipman in Medina; from Black Rod, still the mystery of his real name hadn’t been broken even though as Chiara’s personal manservant he was in daily contact with Carlisle. Messages of goodwill to others in Kestrel of course: to Chalmers, to Lynton, to Jackson and to Serviteur, the four followers of Carlisle who had thrown their lot in with Holbrooke. It was an interesting commentary on Carlisle’s character that he included the freed black French slave in his general greeting. Whether Serviteur would value the interest that was implied by those few words, Holbrooke couldn’t tell, but not one post-captain in ten would even remember the name of a man such as he.
The greetings and polite inquiries covered the first page, but the second was of a much more personal nature, and Holbrooke had to read it twice before he was sure of its meaning.
…I implore you, my dear George, to train yourself to identify the opportunities that will now come your way as captain of your own ship and grasp them while you can. Shakespeare had it dead right when he put these words into the mouth of Brutus, urging Cassius to join him in acting against Caesar:
‘There is a tide in the affairs of men which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune; omitted, all the voyage of their life is bound in shallows and in miseries.’

The full sea on which we are now afloat is this present war. It offers chances for glory and advancement as we ride the flood tide, but it also hides shallows on which we can ground ourselves, so softly that we don’t even notice it.
Let this coming year of 1758 be the year of Holbrooke’s tide. Dare anything, grasp every opportunity however fleeting and bow to nobody.
Holbrooke sat back and thought about what he’d just read. He valued advice from Carlisle, more than he valued the words of any other man. And yes, he’d been guilty these past three months of letting the day-to-day routine of commanding a man-of-war occupy his whole mind. In a way, it was inevitable. He’d been short-handed on the passage from Port Royal to Portsmouth and had been obliged to take some of the weight from Lynton’s shoulders, as well as acting as the ship’s sailing master. Then he’d been saddled with a useless first lieutenant for a week, and he realised how much of his thinking-time had been occupied in keeping things on an even keel. But he’d had Lynton again for six weeks now, and his sailing master was perfectly capable of navigating the sloop. Holbrooke knew that he’d been guilty of managing the detail of the running of the ship and had failed to delegate to his two very competent officers. He needed to step back, to concentrate on planning how to bring this man-of-war that the Admiralty had entrusted to his care into action; to make a difference, however modest, in this war. He wouldn’t achieve that if he was continually looking over his officers’ shoulders.
Starting this afternoon, he thought. He’d told Lynton that he wanted them to work through the watch and station bill together. That was wrong, he realised. Now he’d tell Lynton that he wanted to see the finished product after the first lieutenant had discussed it with the bosun, the gunner and the sailing master. That way, the hard work would be done, and all he had to do was to review it, a work of thirty minutes rather than half a day. Holbrooke knew that it was a significant change in the way he did business, and his officers, even those whom he’d only known for two months, would certainly notice the difference. It was a matter of stepping aside from the old ways of doing things and stepping up to the responsibilities of command.
Holbrooke laid down the letter from Carlisle, and a draught sent it spinning to the floor, where it landed blank-side up. There was a postscript that he’d missed:
‘I have just learned that Medina will be leaving the Jamaica Station in the spring. I’m taking a convoy to Halifax and all ports between, which I hope includes the Chesapeake. Perhaps I’ll see my home again. Chiara will start working on the admiral’s wife tomorrow to obtain permission for her to take passage with me.’
Holbrooke wondered when they’d ever meet again as the winds of war drifted them further and further apart.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke’s hand wavered over his father’s letter, but something made him first open the letter from his prize agent, Messrs. Hawkins and Hammond of Bond Street. A premonition, perhaps, that the family letter would require the greatest attention.
‘… at your request we investigated the question of outstanding prize money for Samuel Gifford, late Landsman of His Majesty’s Ship Barfleur, now residing at The King’s Head, Wickham, Hampshire, in consideration of the value of the ships taken at Cape Passaro in the year 1718. I am pleased to inform you that Mister Gifford is owed the sum of thirty-seven pounds, three shillings and fourpence, three farthings. The prize agent who handled that business ceased trading in the year 1745, at which time, by good fortune, our own firm of Hawkins and Hammond took over their outstanding accounts. I am in the happy position of informing you that if Mister Gifford presents himself at our offices at The Hard, Portsmouth, our representative will be pleased to pay his prize money in full, less seven-and-a-half per cent for the charges that have accumulated over the past forty years. I trust that you will see that he is accompanied by a respectable gentleman who will be able to attest to his identity and ensure that he returns home in safety.’
Holbrooke could only laugh. Clearly, the partners of Hawkins and Hammond had read between the lines of his letter and understood what sort of man Samuel was. But what on earth Samuel would do with that sum of money was impossible to imagine. The King’s Head probably paid him no more than five shillings a week, and he likely hadn’t owned more ten shillings at any time since he spent his recruitment bounty. The prize money represented about three years pay to Samuel, Holbrooke guessed. Nevertheless, it was his by right, and he should have it. He’d ask his father to take Samuel to Portsmouth to claim this windfall; if he could persuade the old ostler to enter that known haunt of crimps and press-gangs.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke was still smiling as he turned his attention to the third letter, addressed in a distinctly old-fashioned style, Mister George Holbrooke, Master and Commander. The envelope was bound in tarred small-stuff with a wax seal over the knot. That was another archaic practice that nowadays was only used if there was something valuable or confidential enclosed, but typical of the way his father would secure a letter. He took out his pocket knife and cut the cords in two places, then he slid the blade underneath the seal and worked it from side to side to free it from the sturdy paper of the envelope. That would allow him to return the letter to the envelope for storage.
Inside, there was a single page of thick paper, covered on both sides with densely-packed writing. Folded into the letter was a second envelope; it was of thinner paper and sealed only with gum, but curiously it wasn’t addressed; no writing at all marred the unblemished, pure-white cover.
Holbrooke laid aside the second envelope and smoothed out his father’s letter. It was much as he expected, thanking the younger Holbrooke for joining him for the Christmas feast, congratulating him on his captures off the Dutch islands, news of which had reached Portsmouth and thence Wickham. Best wishes from sundry people that he’d met in town and at the college, and news of local events. There was no professional advice; his father hadn’t been very forthcoming on that score since he’d been commissioned as a lieutenant, and now that he was a commander it had ceased entirely. Did his father imagine that he’d resent being given advice? If so, he was wrong, but it wasn’t an easy subject to raise. So far, so predictable, but it was the last paragraph, squeezed into the space that would usually be taken up by a signature, that was not at all expected.
‘Well George, imagine my surprise as I was just about to close this letter when I heard a carriage draw up outside the cottage. It was Mrs Featherstone, whom we met at Rookesbury house, the wife of Martin Featherstone who bought the corn-merchants business in the town. She was, by her own admission, on a delicate errand. You will have seen the envelope enclosed with this letter; it’s from Mrs Featherstone’s step-daughter, Ann. It appears that Ann wanted to write to you to congratulate you on your victories in the North Sea but felt that your short acquaintance at Christmas was insufficient grounds for opening a correspondence. However, Mrs Featherstone is a rather bold woman, as perhaps you remember, and it’s quite probable that she persuaded her to write.
Holbrooke did indeed remember Mrs Featherstone, a striking woman with a most particularly confident air about her. Much different to her step-daughter, he thought, although they seemed to get along well enough.
‘I don’t know the contents of the letter, although I guess that Mrs Featherstone may. She’s not a woman whom I would enjoy questioning as I suspect I would soon end up on the wrong side of the interrogation! I hope I’ve acted aright in allowing her to enclose her stepdaughter’s letter with mine, I rather thought that it wouldn’t be sent otherwise. In any case, blame the message not the messenger if it’s a correspondence that you don’t welcome.’
Holbrooke picked up his knife to cut away the flap of the envelope, then he stopped. He laid the envelope back on the table and stepped over to the window, trying to clear his mind. He’d never had a letter from a lady before, not even his mother, as they’d not once slept under separate roofs from the day he was born until the day that she died.
‘Mister Lynton’s compliments, sir. The wind’s increased and veered four points. He’d like to hand the t’gallants, sir.’
Now that his attention was diverted from the letters, Holbrooke could feel the increased motion as the wind and waves had moved further onto the beam. Perhaps it was a little early to reduce sail, but it was likely to get worse.
‘Tell Mister Lynton that I’ll come on deck, Serviteur.’
Serviteur moved towards the door as Holbrooke started to stow the unopened letters in his desk drawer. Then he stopped, Ann’s presumed letter still in his hand.
‘One moment, Serviteur,’ he said. ‘My compliments to Mister Lynton and he may hand the t’gallants whenever he sees fit.’
Holbrooke sat again and tried to analyse his thoughts. He knew that his immediate response to Lynton’s message – to come on deck to supervise – was born of the frame of mind that he’d sworn only a matter of minutes ago to leave behind. His first lieutenant was perfectly capable of deciding when to reduce sail and there was no doubt that he could execute the drill without his captain looking over his shoulder. He was rather proud of himself that he had so quickly changed his behaviour. But he also knew that there was a second motive that had caused him to so promptly agree to come on deck, beside his ingrained habit of management-in-detail. He was putting off the moment when he’d open the letter from Ann. He’d moved to the stern window to delay opening the letter, and he’d felt a surge of relief when Serviteur had delivered Lynton’s message. What had he to be afraid of?
Nevertheless, it was with trepidation that he again reached for the letter and his pocket knife. Now that he examined it, the letter had a decidedly feminine look about it. The paper was thin and delicate and of a much purer white than his father’s. What sense of propriety had moved Ann to omit the address on the letter? Without an addressee’s name on the clean white surface, was it deniable? Holbrooke knew only one thing about the psychology of young women, and that was that he knew nothing.
The knife slid easily through the paper and released the very faintest perfume. It must have been trapped inside the letter by the gum seal to have survived the week or so since it was written. Holbrooke took a deep breath and unfolded the single sheet.
Bere Forest House
The Square
Wickham
Wednesday 1st of February 1758
Mister Holbrooke.
I hope that you will excuse my presumption in writing to you, but I heard about the latest success of your sloop Kestrel in the North Sea and felt that you may be good enough to accept my congratulations. You are Wickham’s only famous sea officer, and all the town is talking about your exploits.
It was wonderful to hear about your battle at Cape François last year, I have been asked to re-tell the story so many times, and I’m afraid that I may muddle it a little. However, I think I manage to get the sense of it right; that three British ships-of-the-line and a frigate sent four French ships and three frigates back into port. People cheer when I’ve finished telling the story!
With my best wishes for your future success.
Miss Featherstone
But of course, you may be wondering who I am; you must be so busy and meet so many people. We played a hand of whist together with my step-mother and Mrs Garnier at Rookesbury House on Christmas day. My name is Ann, and I do hope that you remember me now.
Holbrooke sat still and silent for perhaps half a minute, staring into the distance. His first thought was that it was extraordinary that Ann should imagine that he didn’t remember her. But of course, it was a very daring thing indeed to write to a man whom she had only met briefly, and she needed devices to render the letter innocuous if the receiver should be offended. Secondly, he wondered what sort of a life she thought he led. Certainly, there were sea officers who were very well-connected and did indeed mix in society, but not Holbrooke, who had barely set foot ashore since being commissioned; he had no such connections. The only person of consequence that he could claim as an acquaintance was Captain Carlisle, who was almost as complete a stranger to English society as he was.
Well, he must decide whether he should reply, but he was at a complete loss as to whether that was correct. He’d ask Lynton tomorrow, he concluded. Yes, Lynton would know, but then Lynton was his first lieutenant, and he’d already decided to put a little more distance between himself and his officers. He stowed all three of his letters carefully in his desk drawer and locked it, replacing the key on his watch chain and tucking it deep into his waistcoat pocket.
◆◆◆
 




21: The Dollart
Thursday, Ninth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Ems Estuary.
 
Spring was late in coming in 1758 and in March the winter gales still held sway. It seemed that the interval between the westerly storms was shorter than the duration of each one, suggesting that some malign intelligence was directing the weather. They came tearing down on the Dutch and Frisian islands in quick succession with barely twelve hours of respite in which the wind veered, slackened and then rapidly backed again into the southwest, heralding the next westerly blast. The only consolation was that the winds weren’t from the east. Much of the remainder of the continent was suffering a harsh winter with the frigid Siberian winds piling up snow on top of snow. The westerlies that assailed Kestrel, coming from the Atlantic across the British Isles to waste themselves on the North Sea and its eastern coast were warm by comparison; warmer but still punishingly cold and much, much wetter. Braziers were set up on the lower deck to dispel the damp chill, but they had to be guarded day and night against the risk of fire.
Holbrooke had forgotten all about the letter from Ann; he had no time to spare at all for anything but keeping the sloop on station. He’d even forgotten to pass Carlisle’s compliments to Lynton and the others, although he’d shown the letter to Chalmers. But none of that mattered because there was no question of replying to letters; the winter weather had isolated Kestrel in a diminishing world of her own. They had heard nothing from home since they quit Harwich on the sixteenth of February, three weeks ago, and there’d been no contact with the Dutch or Frisian shores. In fact, they’d spent most of the past three weeks sheltering in the Ems estuary, tacking backwards and forwards in the eastern channel to the north of Knock when they could or lying-to under the lee of the north-eastern bulge of Groningen.
There’d been no surveying, no running lines of soundings; the results would have been worthless in the constant chop that disturbed the sea in the estuary. They’d seen no Dutch coasters making the run into Emden, either on the seaward passage or the inshore passage, and Holbrooke could swear that nothing had passed that way. That small boats were making the crossing of the Dollart was certain, and that was where Kestrel, even in this atrocious weather, would make her mark.
◆◆◆
 
‘Gentlemen,’ said Holbrooke, holding onto the bench that ran under the stern windows, ‘we’ll be sending the longboat and the yawl into the Dollart tonight to disturb the trade with Emden.’
Lynton and Fairview cast sideways glances at each other. Treganoc and Jackson showed no surprise, while Matross knew that he was unlikely to be selected for any boat work, being essentially a specialist who must remain onboard. At that moment, as the light was fading behind the thick overcast clouds and the flat, dismal land of Groningen to the southwest was losing its definition, Kestrel was lying-to under reefed fore and main courses. They were safe enough unless something went wrong, but they were in no case to start offensive action, the very elements seeming to rebel against the idea.
‘We’ve noticed that there’s no boat traffic on the Dollart in the daytime, so if it’s being used at all, it must be at night.’
Every day, when it was at all possible, Kestrel had pushed up the Ems past Delfzijl and Knock to look into Emden and the Dollart. Except for a few fishermen under oars, tiny boats that could hardly make any impression on the needs of the garrison at Emden, the Dollart had been empty. Either Emden wasn’t being supplied at all, or it was being done under cover of darkness.
‘Mister Fairview believes that the wind will veer and moderate by the end of the dogs. Is that still your opinion?’
‘It is, sir. These gales have a distinct pattern and after twelve hours or so…’
‘Thank you, Mister Fairview,’ said Holbrooke, anxious to cut him off before they were all subjected to another lecture on the habits of the winter weather in the North Sea. ‘Mister Lynton will command the longboat and Mister Treganoc the yawl. Mister Jackson, you’ll be with Mister Treganoc.’
Treganoc and Jackson exchanged a glance. They both knew Holbrooke’s reasoning; in a boat expedition of this sort they were quite likely to become separated, and there was a distinct possibility of capture. It was as well to have a commission officer in each boat, to ensure the fair treatment of the men if the worst should happen. Treganoc was competent in a boat, but Jackson was an expert. Despite the disparity in their social class and education, there was strong mutual respect between the two men, and they got on very well.
‘You’ll each have a full boat’s crew. The longboat will ship the swivel again, and you’ll have the corporal and six marines, Mister Lynton. The yawl will have four marines. Seamen to be armed with cutlasses and a pistol for each man. Mister Lynton, you’ll take Dawson,’ he said. That was an obvious decision so that Lynton could leave the management of the boat to the highly experienced coxswain while he directed the actions of the makeshift squadron.
‘Mister Matross, you’re to provide combustibles for each boat.’ The gunner nodded quickly. So that was why he was here, they’d be burning and sinking, rather than taking prizes. He knew just what was needed to set small craft on fire.
‘The objective is to find and disrupt any traffic that is using the Dollart to supply the garrison in Emden. The master has a good idea of the navigable water, isn’t that so Mister Fairview?’
‘Aye, sir. Every time we’ve looked in, I’ve taken note of where the fishermen are. It’s all marked on a chart in my cabin.’
‘Very well. Then you all have two hours,’ Holbrooke looked at his pocket watch for emphasis, but at that moment one bell in the first dog was struck as if to emphasise the timings. ‘At one bell in the last dog, we’ll meet again. By that time, you’ll have told off your crews, taken them out of their watches to give them time to prepare, and you’ll all have looked at the master’s chart. I’ll tell you the detailed plan then.’
In fact, Holbrooke had no detailed plan. He’d been waiting for this opportunity, when there was a window of half-decent weather that coincided with the early evening, when he guessed any activity would take place. He also had two hours, but in his case, it was two hours to concoct a plan.
◆◆◆
 
Kestrel ran silently up the Ems estuary. Delfzijl was just a mile to starboard, but it was impossible that they’d be seen from the shore on such a dark night, sailing as they were under courses alone and with no lights showing. The leadsman was at work in the starboard fore-chains.
‘By the mark, six,’ he called softly. Six fathoms, then they were just to the east of the main channel.
The longboat and yawl were towing alongside to larboard, armed, manned and provisioned for twenty-four hours in case of an accident. Lynton, Treganoc and Jackson were standing together on the quarterdeck, waiting to be sent to their boats when Kestrel was as close to the Dollart as Holbrooke dared to take her. Their posture betrayed their tension; their few movements were wooden, like puppets having their strings pulled.
Holbrooke beckoned for them to join him. Even now, he had time to notice that his resolution to stand back from the day-to-day business of the sloop was working. Three weeks ago, any of his officers would have felt free to join him and engage in conversation; he marvelled at how easy it had been to change the relationship.
‘You all understand your orders? Very well. Stay together and remember that you must examine a vessel before destroying it. You are to be very careful of the lives of the crews; their safe delivery ashore will be a measure of your success. Now, you must be back at this point – you see how Delfzijl and Emden bear? – without fail by four bells in the morning watch. We can catch the ebb and be away if there is any trouble.’
‘And we’ll listen for your guns, sir,’ said Lynton.
‘Yes. Single guns can be ignored, that will be Kestrel’s diversion. But a broadside signifies that you must return immediately. Is that all understood?’
Lynton, Treganoc and Jackson nodded silently. They were all good men, reflected Holbrooke, but this was a dangerous undertaking. What would happen if he had to seek out the commodore having lost his first lieutenant, his marine officer, his bosun and two of his boats didn’t bear thinking about. But this was the only opportunity that they’d had since they’d returned to the Ems, and he wasn’t going to waste it.
‘Then good luck, gentlemen, and good hunting!’
Fairview brought the sloop to and gave the boats a lee. It took less than a minute from Holbrooke shaking their hands for the boats to be gone on the tide and lost in the darkness.
‘Take us back down the estuary, Mister Fairview.’ Now for the second part of the plan.
◆◆◆
 
Kestrel had to tack back down the estuary, against both the wind and the tide. It was only because Fairview thoroughly understood the soundings and the twists of the currents that they were able to make any way at all, and it all had to be done in silence. It was important that Lynton’s force should be deep into the Dollart before the diversion began.
‘We’re a mile north of Delfzijl now, sir,’ reported the master, touching his hat unnecessarily in the inky blackness.
‘Very good. Then we can show a few lights, Mister Fairview.’
Holbrooke called forward, loud enough to be heard, but still softly. It was unlikely that anyone on the Dutch side could hear them, but it was as well to be quiet, until the time was right.
‘Mister Varley, your guns are ready?’
‘Ready, aye, ready,’ replied the master’s mate.
Not for the first time, Holbrooke was impressed by the steadiness of Varley. His calm demeanour was transmitted to the gun crews, and there was no fidgeting, nobody nervously shifting the guns with a hand-spike. They looked like veterans, each man waiting in silence.
‘By the deep, three,’ called the leadsman, also afflicted by the air of watchful silence so that his report had an unearthly quality to it.
‘Then we’ll lie-to here, Mister Fairview, and let the stream take us back down to Delfzijl.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied the master and quietly gave the orders for the main course to be backed and the head to fall off the wind.
‘Starboard battery, one gun,’ called Holbrooke. The guns were loaded with roundshot because there was a discernable difference between the sound of a shotted gun and one that was loaded with nothing more than a charge of powder, and Holbrooke wanted the watchers on the shore to be convinced that Kestrel was firing at something. The guns were at maximum depression with the quoins hammered hard home, so there was little chance of a stray shot reaching the shore. But from the shore, the flash would be easy to see at only a little over a mile.
Bang! The first gun fired, and the veil of the night was ripped apart by the flash. If that didn’t wake up the good burghers of Delfzijl, nothing would.
‘Starboard battery, another gun, Mister Varley.’
Bang! The second gun fired.
‘Silence on deck,’ called Holbrooke, projecting his voice forward.
All ears were listening intently now.
‘Beg pardon, sir,’ said Edney, the signal midshipman, ‘I’m sure I can hear a bugle on shore. And that’s a drum tattoo as well.’
Now that Holbrooke knew what he was listening for, he could hear it too. The garrison – the nominally friendly garrison – of Delfzijl was being woken and stood to arms. Now, what would they do? Holbrooke was gambling, betting that they wouldn’t send out their gunboat, and he knew there was nothing more dangerous in the harbour or the road. That was what he feared most, a gunboat on the loose in the Ems while his longboat and yawl were hunting in the Dollart. But he knew that the odds were slim. The gunboat had been sent back with its tail between its legs once, and it would be a foolhardy commander that ordered it out a second time, and in the dark into an unknown situation.
‘Larboard battery, one gun, Mister Varley.’ Holbrooke was careful to designate which side of the ship would fire before he ordered the engagement, otherwise an over-eager crew may shoot without waiting to hear which gun was to fire. He was pleased to hear Varley following his lead, as he’d been taught.
‘Number two gun. Fire!’ he shouted. There was no need for silence any more.
Holbrooke was trying to simulate the sounds and the light show that went with the taking of a vessel at night. It was important not to overdo it. Three guns should be enough, now they just needed lights and shouting. With the wind in the north, it was just possible for the sounds to reach the Dutch and add to their conviction that under their very nose that damned British sloop was taking another prize. There was nothing they could do about it, but it would draw their attention away from the Dollart to the south and give Lynton and Treganoc time to complete their task.
◆◆◆
 
Kestrel had been silent for three hours, but the lights of the guard at Delfzijl continued to burn brightly as eight bells in the middle watch were sounded. Nothing could be heard of the garrison, but by the pattern of lights it was clear that they were still awake. More lights were appearing all the time, and there was a cluster of them heading north along the coast. Holbrooke had seen and heard nothing of the boats, but then at this range, he hadn’t expected to.
‘Tide’s turning now, sir,’ reported Fairview looking over the side and watching the small waves change their shapes as the current started pushing against the northerly wind.
‘Mister Varley. Starboard battery, two guns with a two-minute interval.’
The guns fired, then silence returned. Kestrel was still just a mile north of Delfzijl hugging the edge of the deep channel.
‘Douse the lights Mister Fairview, then take us down to the rendezvous, if you please, and silence on deck now except for the lead and the lookouts, who are to whisper.’
The night was still bible-black; only the lights of Delfzijl showed where men were mustering in confusion, unsure just who the enemy was, and in the dark, where they were.
The Dollart was opening up now, as Knock came abreast to larboard.
‘Deck there!’ It was the lookout at the foretopmast head, trying his best to make a whisper carry down to the quarterdeck. ‘I can see flames on the larboard bow, sir. Four or five separate fires.’
Fairview looked questioningly at Holbrooke. Was that good news? Two at least of them must be vessels that Lynton or Treganoc had burned, but equally, two of them could be his own boats. It was improbable, he knew, because if the longboat and yawl had been taken, they wouldn’t have been burned, and it was difficult to imagine under what circumstances they’d be destroyed by their own crews.
An hour to the rendezvous, and an hour and a half before the boats should be there. This was the worst of times, waiting for the return of the men that he’d sent into harm’s way. He could have gone himself, heaven knew he had enough experience of covert night operations in boats; he’d run into St. Stephen’s Cove in Minorca night after night while the fort of St. Philips was under fire and surrounded by the besieging French. But now his place was here, on the quarterdeck of Kestrel, creating the diversion and ensuring that they were in the right place to pick up the boats.
The hour passed slowly. The lookout could see over the low point of land – Reide Point – that lay between the sloop and the Dollart and reported the progress of each fire. He was sure now that he saw five widely spaced blazes, and one by one he reported as they faded out. With half an hour to go, the Dollart was again in darkness. The fires in the vessels had burned out, or they’d been extinguished, or the vessels had sunk.
‘’Deck there!’ there was excitement in the lookout’s voice now. ‘I can see a boat coming towards us now, I can just make out the splashes of the oars.’
Only one? Holbrooke had a bad few moments.
‘Deck there! Two boats, it’s the longboat and the yawl, sir.’
Holbrooke looked over the gunwale at the approaching boats. He could see no damage, no missing oars and no apparent casualties. However, the longboat appeared to have an extra person sitting in the stern sheets. He stared hard into the darkness as the details of the boat became clear. Yes, it was Major Albach, sitting beside Lynton and looking for all the world as though he was one of Kestrel’s officers.
‘You have the deck, Mister Fairview,’ said Holbrooke. ‘As soon as the boats are secured, take us down the channel to Randzel Sand. I’ll see the first lieutenant, Mister Treganoc and the bosun in my cabin. Hold Major Albach on the quarterdeck until I call for him.’
◆◆◆
 
The adrenalin from a night of action in open boats hadn’t subsided, and Treganoc and Jackson were itching to add details to Lynton’s account of the night. In listening to them, and seeing the way that they behaved together, it was clear that these three were rapidly forming a special bond that excluded their captain. Holbrooke was envious of them. A gap had formed; his deliberate distancing of himself from his officers had been effective, and now he was no longer one of them. The god had taken his seat on Mount Olympus, and the mere mortals were learning to form their relationships that recognised Holbrooke’s presence and guidance but acknowledged that he was no longer one of them.
‘When we reached the centre of the Dollart, still undiscovered, we saw a regular procession of boats running from the Dutch side into the eastern approach to the Emden Road. We stopped six of them, but at least three others turned around and headed back. All six were carrying food and animal fodder for the French garrison. We burned five…’
‘Yes, we saw that,’ said Holbrooke.
‘…and we emptied the cargo of the sixth into the water, except for whatever fresh stuff we could load into the boats without impeding the rowers. We put all the crews into that last boat and sent it home. There were no casualties.’
‘How much cargo in total? Your best estimate, please.’
Lynton looked to Treganoc and Jackson.
‘About a ton, or maybe a little more, in each boat, sir,’ said Jackson. ‘They were only small craft, probably hadn’t been out of the Dollart in their lives.’
Then they’d destroyed or taken something over six tons and destroyed five boats. That was better than Holbrooke had hoped, and it justified the risk. Probably the Dutch side of the Dollart had lost half of its cargo-carrying capacity in one night. They wouldn’t be keen to make that run again.
‘Well done, gentlemen, that’s a good night’s work. You have achieved what I had hoped. Now, what about Major Albach?’ said Holbrooke.
Lynton nodded at Treganoc.
‘The major was in the last boat, the one that we sent back with the crews. It was the only hint of resistance that we encountered all night. I boarded over her larboard side and was confronted by a man wielding a short sword most professionally. When he recognised me, he dropped his guard, and we shook hands. I imagine we must have looked rather foolish’
‘So why is he here? Why didn’t you send him back with the others?’ asked Holbrooke.
Treganoc looked confused for a moment. ‘Because he asked to come here, sir. He said he needed to speak with you. I didn’t think to question him, as he seemed so well with you when we last saw him. I imagined you had come to some arrangement. I hope I did right, sir.’
‘Aye, he almost looked as though he was expecting us, sir,’ said Jackson, backing up the marine lieutenant. ‘He didn’t seem at all surprised when we came piling into his boat, the sword appeared to be a just-in-case.’
Holbrooke looked at his three officers. He was barely older than two of them, and quite a few years younger than Jackson, but he felt an almost paternal affection for them and a proprietorial pride in their achievement.
‘Very well, my compliments to Mister Fairview and I’d be obliged if he could arrange the watchbill so that you can all catch up on sleep, Mister Lynton.’ And then, ‘Mister Treganoc, as the major’s captor, would you bring him below, please? There’s no need for you to remain, but we must remember that he’s a potential enemy, and should be escorted. And pass the word for Mister Chalmers, if you please.’
◆◆◆
 




22: A Dangerous Proposal
Thursday, Ninth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Ems Estuary.
 
Treganoc opened the cabin door, nodded to his captain and ushered the familiar brown-uniformed figure into the cabin.
‘Major Albach. How do you do?’ asked Holbrooke, rising to greet his guest. The Austrian looked older than when Holbrooke had last seen him, his face was thinner, and there were lines of worry between his eyebrows, which Holbrooke would swear weren’t there six weeks before. He also looked tired after his eventful night.
‘Very well, thank you, sir,’ he replied in his imperfect French, taking the offered seat. ‘Monsieur Serviteur, comme c'est bon de te revoir. Yes, I would very much like a coffee. It was cold in that boat, and I’m a little damp from the splashing of the oars.’
Chalmers entered as Serviteur left to fetch the coffee. The Frenchman was clearly pleased that the major had remembered his name. It was touching, in a way, to see how easy this Austrian major felt in Kestrel’s cabin. One could almost have thought him an officer of the ship.
‘Mister Chalmers, perhaps you’d help us where we stumble in our understanding of each other?’
‘With the greatest of pleasure,’ replied Chalmers. Privately, he knew that the two understood each other quite well enough, but it had become an established practice for Holbrooke to have Chalmers present when he had an unusual meeting.
‘I fear that once again I must carry you away from Emden, Major. We’re bound down the estuary, but I’ll be able to return you to the Frisian shore tomorrow. I assume Knock will be acceptable?’ said Holbrooke.
‘It will, sir, it will, and I thank you.’ He looked from Holbrooke to Chalmers, his usually open, honest face taking on an almost conspiratorial aspect.
‘But you should know, sir, that I’m not an unwilling guest.’
Holbrooke bowed but said nothing. Chalmers merely looked politely attentive, as though this was no business of his, but he didn’t want to offend by looking disinterested.
‘To be perfectly frank with you, sir, to nail my colours to the mast, I believe that is the English expression,’ he paused, ‘I’ve been looking for a way to contact you for the past week.’
‘We had an arranged signal, Major. Could you not have used that?’
‘I fear – no, I know – that the French commander at Emden is watching me. I couldn’t ride out to the north without him taking notice, and he has taken to sending an escort whenever one of us Austrians leaves the city. My purpose would have been immediately known.’
Holbrooke nodded and studied the major’s face, but he learned nothing. Something was causing him concern, but that could be accounted for by the very fact that he was in discussion with the man who was probably at this moment the subject of a much less friendly debate in the French headquarters in Emden.
‘But surely you weren’t out on the Dollart with the expectation of meeting our boats. They’ve never penetrated so deeply before,’ said Chalmers, acting his part as the deliverer of obvious statements.
‘No, I had taken a boat across to Wolendorp yesterday – it’s the only harbour with decent land communications on that side of the Dollart – to negotiate for supplies for my men. The French in principle control the commissariat for our common good, but they take what they want and leave little for us. The countryside is bare, nothing has come by sea since January, and the Dutch fear to send boats across from Delfzijl.’ He looked keenly at Holbrooke who acknowledged with an inclination of his head the part that Kestrel had played in closing the Ems estuary.
‘The only route left is across the Dollart, and only very small boats can make that crossing. There were few of them before tonight, now there are not enough to supply even the French garrison with the barest minimum of food, and that is dependent upon their being persuaded to sail now that the danger has become manifest. My men will starve.’ Albach paused, he was evidently mustering his resources to take an irrevocable step. ‘When I saw Lieutenant Treganoc, I decided to seek a meeting with you.’ He looked from Holbrooke to Chalmers and back again, waiting for a reaction. When none came, he said in a less assured voice, ‘So here I am, willing to talk about amity and co-operation between our nations.’
◆◆◆
 
 Holbrooke shifted uneasily in his chair but caught himself before his discomfort became too obvious. He was out of his depth, and he knew it. It was no business of the commander of a sloop to be dabbling in international diplomacy. A post-captain may do so when the occasion demanded, but even he’d know that he negotiated with representatives of foreign powers at his peril. The Admiralty would have no hesitation in disowning Holbrooke’s actions if they ended in disaster, or even if they were deemed to have ended in disaster. Thin ice indeed.
‘Perhaps, Major, you could give us some indication of the nature of the cooperation that you are looking for.’ Chalmers had seen Holbrooke’s disquiet and was buying time for his captain to recover his equanimity. He’d seen Holbrooke’s letter from Carlisle; he knew how seriously the advice had been taken and recognised how closely this meeting aligned to the motive of the advice. Dare anything, grasp every opportunity, Carlisle had said.
Albach must have known that at some point he’d have to make a specific request. He must be the one to reveal his hand; he was, after all, the supplicant. For a moment he appeared to lose his nerve. He looked as though he could retreat at any moment and make a few banal remarks to cover his withdrawal; perhaps his courage was insufficient. But it was a fleeting moment, and with an almost physical effort the major squared his jaw and tilted back his head. Whatever doubts had assailed him in that brief second or two, he’d crossed his Rubicon.
‘I must lead my men out of Emden, sir,’ he said, looking now at Holbrooke, ‘and it must be done soon, while they still have the strength to march back to their homes.’
There was another silence. Albach’s resolution had stiffened Holbrooke. He nodded almost imperceptibly at Chalmers; thank you, my friend, was his meaning.
‘And how can King George’s navy help with that, Major? I have no transports, and you have how many men?’
‘One thousand, two hundred and twenty, sir,’ replied Albach. ‘However, even if British shipping was available to take all my men, I couldn’t leave in that manner. It would be too obviously a breach with Austria’s allies, the French. We must leave overland. I’ve given this a lot of thought, and we can only leave when the French are ready to go.’
‘Then it’s hard to see what role I can play…’
‘If you will permit me,’ said Albach, interrupting. It was certainly out of character for the Austrian to interject like this, he was one of the most unfailingly polite people that Holbrooke had ever met. Perhaps he was anxious that Holbrooke should hear his proposal before a refusal could stifle the proceedings. ‘You have it in your power to force the French to leave, without loss of life and with great honour to yourself.’
‘Can you be more specific, Major? I have already cut off all hope of resupply from the sea unless an overwhelming force of French ships should break the blockade, and if you are correct, they’ll get no help from Wolendorp or anywhere else on the Dollart.’
‘That’s correct Captain. They will get a trickle of supplies overland, but the Ems river is too full of ice now for laden boats. Rations will be short, but we mustn’t underestimate the capacity of the French army to endure privations, and they will be sure that my men suffer before they do. No, if I have to wait until the French are starved out, my men will be in no state to march two-hundred miles to the Austrian Netherlands in winter.’
Holbrooke looked with concern at the major. He surely wasn’t going to propose that Kestrel make an attack on the city!
‘The French won’t be starved out, sir,’ he said, ‘but they are highly susceptible to what they perceive as inevitable military logic. They know nothing of the sea. I flatter myself that I at least see the potential of sea-power and its limitations. Unless you have spent the last few months in Emden, you cannot conceive with what almost supernatural powers you are attributed. They see Kestrel – and, if I may say, her commander – as the architect of all their misfortunes. Look at the way that you dealt with their field guns. The French Royal Artillery is not used to being defeated, and certainly not by a ship! Before you came to the Ems, Emden was a fat, well-fed garrison enjoying a peaceful existence in a backwater of this war. Your sloop is rarely seen but is constantly the subject of evil rumour and conjecture. The French expect at any moment to be attacked by you! The cooler heads understand that sixteen guns cannot prevail against their walls, but for every man of sense, there are nine who believe you capable of anything. If you can raise the level of their concern – you don’t need to attack the city – I believe that you will force the French garrison to withdraw. Then my men and I can make our own escape.’
The silence was palpable. Holbrooke and Chalmers recognised what an astonishing proposal this was. It opened up Albach to the most severe charge in any military force: treason.
‘Excuse my frankness, Major,’ said Chalmers, ‘but I assume you understand the consequences to your person if the French commander heard of this conversation.’
‘I do, sir, believe me, I do. And not only the French. My own people will forgive me if I bring back my men with honour, but if I should fail and this agreement – pardon me, I assume too much – this proposal is ever heard of, then my life will certainly be forfeit.’
Holbrooke stood and walked to the window. He could see the sun just starting to rise, turning the clouds in the southeastern sky orange. It was a heart-stoppingly beautiful sight, a metaphor for rebirth after a cold, dark winter. Very few sailors are immune to omens and portents, and Holbrooke wasn’t one of them. His mind was made up. He turned and walked deliberately back to the table.
‘Your proposal interests me, Major,’ he said. ‘But I’m curious. Won’t you be suspected by the French? This is the second time you’ve been entertained by us.’
‘The French commandant maintains the outward civilities, and I dine with him at least once a week. I’ve been meticulous in setting his mind at rest, and he understands why Britain would feel obliged to release me when I come into your power. The circumstances of last night are easy to explain, and, of course, I could hardly have arranged such an eventful night. He may harbour some suspicions, but I don’t think he will act on them. In any event, I feel safe enough, and there is no danger to Kestrel as there are no armed vessels at all in Emden. If the worst should happen and I am taken, there is still nothing that he can achieve against a man-of-war.’
‘Well, I could – and I make no commitment – I could bring Kestrel close enough to the city to be a visible threat. How long would I need to stay there, do you believe?’
‘That’s a difficult question, sir,’ said Albach. ‘The city is on edge. A day may be enough, or it could take longer. I regret there are no guarantees.’
Holbrooke and Chalmers were both watching the major carefully. If this was a ruse to lure Kestrel into a trap, then perhaps it would show on his face. If the major was lying. If there were, for example, half a dozen gunboats lurking deep in Emden Road, where they couldn’t be observed, then Kestrel could find herself trapped and overwhelmed. But nothing showed on Albach’s face, nothing more than a deep concern at the way that he was exposing himself to professional and personal disaster. Holbrooke had seen no sign of any gunboats in Emden, and they’d surely have shown themselves by now. If there had been, there would have been an enormous temptation to act earlier against this irritating intruder.
‘How would you and your men leave, Major?’ asked Chalmers. ‘I remember you said that you have transport.’
‘There’s a good road on the east bank of the Ems that we can follow as far as Meppen, then we can cross the river and head south towards Aachen. I hope that we will be on the road for no more than ten days, but the weather will have the last word. I hope that I won’t have to fight the French, but if they try to take my carts, then I certainly will.’
‘Timing, sir? When will you be ready to move?’
‘It’s too soon now, but I know the situation of the French commissariat. In a week they will start to be desperate. Without a threat, they’ll hold out for another month. By then the field army may have been pushed back by Prince Ferdinand, Emden may have attained strategic importance, and then they won’t be moved without a regular siege. Between a week and two weeks from today, if I may suggest, sir.’
Holbrooke knew there was another factor. If Holmes arrived before he acted, then with two frigates and another sloop, the commodore would have the force to make a serious attempt on Emden, not the bluff that Albach was proposing. He thought of telling the major but decided against it. There was still a possibility that he was being played and if that was the case, it was far better if he alone should know about it.
‘Very well, then you can expect me any time from the seventeenth. You will excuse me if I cannot give any more details yet, but you would well-advised to be ready.’
‘Thank you. Monsieur Serviteur, a glass of wine would be most welcome,’ said Albach in response to a proffered tray.
‘Then let us drink to a safe homecoming,’ said Holbrooke. ‘I fear that we may not meet again, but my best wishes go with you and your men.’
◆◆◆
 




23: Holbrooke’s Tide
Friday, Seventeenth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. The Ems Estuary.
 
They had landed Major Albach – at Knock, again – the day after the boat action in the Dollart. Holbrooke could guess how dangerous it was for the Austrian; the French knew very well that this was the second time that he’d been on board Kestrel, and must at the very least suspect that there’d been some collusion. This time the small French detachment at Knock saw the boat approaching and saw the flag of truce. There was only a corporal in command, and he frantically tried to wave the boat away, judging that he didn’t have the authority to treat with the enemy. But Lynton wouldn’t be denied, and the swivel gun in the bows was a powerful persuader against the five muskets that opposed them. The French very wisely retreated out of range and could only watch as Albach shook hands cordially with Lynton and set out to walk the seven cold miles to Emden without even greeting the French corporal.
Kestrel returned to her blockade and to a week of fair weather, the damp and blustery westerlies being replaced by steady light winds from the nor’east. The sky may have been clear, and the winds moderate, but the air was chilled, drifting down from Scandinavia and bringing sub-zero temperatures that persisted through the day and dropped even further at night. Rime was forming on the rigging where the morning mists condensed, turning the ratlines and horses slippery and making work aloft treacherous. Rafts of ice started to come down from the Dollart, jostling each other as they met the ripples of the estuary.
Holbrooke had taken steps to tighten the blockade of the Ems estuary, to raise the sense of siege within the city. He was confident that he’d made it uneconomical for the Dutch merchants and owners to risk their coasters at sea or between the islands, and now the fishermen and farmers of the Dollart knew the penalty for trading with the French. Kestrel stood boldly into the very mouth of the lagoon each day. So far did he penetrate that the garrison and citizens of Emden could clearly see their tormentor. Every night a boat was sent into the Dollart, but nothing was seen. There was no traffic of any kind on the half-frozen lagoon, and the boat’s only effect was to raise flocks of over-wintering wildfowl from their sociable gatherings.
◆◆◆
 
It was a Friday when Holbrooke made his move, on a flooding tide as dawn was breaking over the flat Groningen marshes and farmlands.
‘Steady as she goes,’ said Fairview to the quartermaster.
Kestrel was deep into the estuary, with the wind on her larboard beam. She’d been further but only on fleeting visits to assert her ability to close the sea and river-borne supply routes. Today was different. It was time to make a statement.
‘By the deep, four,’ called the leadsman, the icy water sloughing off his hands as he bounced the lead, feeling for the bottom, to make sure that he’d found the true depth.
‘This looks like a good spot, sir,’ said Fairview. ‘We can see right up the approach into the town.’
‘Very well, Mister Fairview, you may anchor the sloop here.’
With a few quiet words from the master and a disciplined rush to the rigging, Kestrel turned her bows into the nor’easterly wind, and her sails disappeared from the yards, each hauled into a bunt by a dozen pairs of hands.
‘Let go!’
The cable ran through the hawse-hole, and the sloop lay back to her anchor in four fathoms of water with the jetty at Knock bearing west-nor’west, five nautical miles. The flooding tide fought against the light breeze, each trying to assert its right to determine how Kestrel should lay, but the tidal stream was stronger, and her head turned gently to the nor’west. The garrison and citizens of Emden had a fine view of Kestrel, only four miles from their walls, with her starboard port-lids open and her eight guns run out, their black muzzles pointing menacingly towards the city.
‘That’ll do, Mister Fairview,’ said Holbrooke. ‘The anchor is to be at short stay in case we have to leave in a hurry. You may secure the cable on the windlass, there’ll be no great danger. If we should drag, it’ll only be into the centre of the channel.’
He turned to the first lieutenant. ‘The ship will remain cleared for action, Mister Lynton, with the guns loaded and run out, but the watch below may be dismissed.’
He was planting his artillery on the French commander’s front lawn.
‘Now then, Mister Varley, Mister Jackson. Away longboat and yawl.’
The boats were drawn up to the sloop’s starboard waist, and the crews scrambled into their places. The longboat had regained her two-pounder boat gun, a much more powerful weapon than the swivel and with at least a theoretical capability against targets on the shore. Each boat had a file of marines with Treganoc in the longboat and the sergeant in the yawl. This, however, was a show of strength and not a serious military expedition, because ostensibly the boats were on the most innocent of errands: they were going to sound the twin approaches to Emden Road. Having shown his sixteen guns – almost certainly more than Emden possessed – Holbrooke was now going to increase the garrison’s unease by flouting his ownership of the salt water, his ability to do whatever he wanted under their very noses. He could make a shrewd guess at the effect on the garrison’s morale, in line with Albach’s prediction. They’d been ignored by their own field army, they were short of provisions with no possible relief, and their options for withdrawal were narrowing with every day that passed. Without a man-of-war of their own, they had no answer to a naval blockade, even against a force as small as a sloop-of-war.
Holbrooke watched his two boats skim away across the smooth surface of the Dollart. The southern bulge of the lagoon was now choked with ice, and more was coming down from the river every day. However, there was a good, clear channel where the current from the Ems swept through the northern part of the Dollart, and the approaches to Emden Road were free. Fairview had told him that only once every five years was Emden completely iced in; he just hoped that this wasn’t the fifth year. The garrison had to be in real fear that Kestrel was only the forerunner of a serious amphibious assault force and that the soundings had a military purpose. They weren’t to know that Holbrooke had heard nothing from his commodore for over four weeks. This ruse was Holbrooke’s gamble. This was Holbrooke’s tide.
◆◆◆
 
The forenoon wore on. Emden looked peaceful enough, and so far, there’d been no attempt to interfere with the boats. Holbrooke had sent the yawl to the western entrance, where it was under his eye. If Jackson was threatened, he could hoist his lug-sail, and with a following wind he could run down to Kestrel in twenty minutes, and Holbrooke could see nothing that was likely to prevent him from achieving that. The only gate on the western side of the city was a small postern, large enough for infantry, but not for guns. The improvised horse artillery could conceivably come rushing out of the New Gate on the north side of the city walls, but it would be a long haul to bring the guns to a position to fire on the yawl, and they’d be spotted with plenty of time for Jackson to withdraw. And of course, the French guns had already suffered a bloody nose at Kestrel’s hands.
The longboat, however, was another matter. From the quarterdeck, Lynton and Treganoc were out of sight behind Nessa Island, presumably busy taking their soundings. The lookout at the main topmast head could just see the longboat’s mast behind the low-lying island. Holbrooke had quizzed Albach about the defences of the city, specifically asking whether there were any batteries established on the island or on the mainland bordering the approaches. Apparently, there were none, but that, of course, was a week ago. And if Albach’s plan was merely a ruse to lure Kestrel’s boats into range, then so far it had worked. A concealed battery could wreak havoc before the boats could withdraw out of range. A gun from Kestrel or either the longboat or the yawl was a signal for the boats to retreat to mother. The longboat would be at the furthest distance from Kestrel, but that was only six miles, and it was certain that a two-pounder gun would be heard. That was another reason for restoring the boat gun to the longboat.
The marine turned the glass and walked forward to strike six bells, an hour to the change of watch. The relief lookout scampered up the ratlines, taking the futtock shrouds around the maintop and then continuing up towards the topmast-head. He had a hand on the crosstree and was just about to swing himself up when the man who was about to be relieved hailed.
‘Sail ho! Sail coming up the estuary, sir, one point on the larboard bow.’
It was Able Seaman Shepherd, still doing his duty even with his relief only feet away.
‘What do you make of her?’ called Holbrooke, startled out of his peaceful pacing of the quarterdeck.
‘She’s a cutter, sir, she hasn’t set her tops’l. She’s spilling wind, it looks like she’s feeling her way up the channel.’
Then she’s a stranger to the Ems, thought Holbrooke, in which case she’s not likely to be Dutch. She must be either British or French. A cutter was no threat to Kestrel, but any larger man-of-war that was unfamiliar with the Ems Estuary may well send a cutter ahead to find the channel.
‘Weigh anchor, Mister Fairview,’ shouted Holbrooke. ‘Mister Varley, a gun, if you please. Another gun every two minutes until you see the longboat and yawl returning.’
This is what he’d most feared, that the commandant in Emden had passed a message – by land or by sea – to France and the response was either a man-of-war or a Dunkirk privateer. He needed the men from those boats to man Kestrel’s guns and line her gunwales with muskets before the parent to that cutter arrived. It occurred to Holbrooke at that moment that Albach’s mission could have been to take that message, not to negotiate for supplies for his men, as he’d claimed.
‘Yawl’s hoisted her sail, she’s running down on us, sir,’ said the master.
‘Deck there! The longboat’s under sail and coming around the south end of the island.’
That was Shepherd again, quite rightly holding his place at the topmast head while this crisis played out. His relief would be cursing him as he clung to the narrowing ratlines, waiting to take his place on the crosstree; there was only room for one at the topmast head.
Holbrooke was peripherally aware that the windlass was being worked furiously. Somewhere at a level below his concentration on the unfolding tactical situation, he could hear the pawl clicking, he could see a man lying back on the jigger as four more heaved down in unison on the handspikes.
‘Anchor’s aweigh!’ called Edney from the fo’c’sle.
‘Very well,’ replied Fairview through his speaking trumpet. ‘Cat her and ease back to the ring-stopper. Fake out the cable on deck, we may need to anchor again.’
‘Take us up the channel, Mister Fairview. I want to keep some distance from that cutter,’ he motioned forward where the sail was just becoming visible from the deck, ‘until we’ve recovered the boats.’
Kestrel’s head paid off to the east-southeast, and she started moving slowly up the channel. It was clear that she’d weather Reide Point on this tack, but every minute took her further into the shallows of the Dollart. It would be a bad affair if she were trapped in the lagoon by a superior force commanding the estuary, but he needed to buy time to recover the boats, and this heading had the twin effects of opening the distance from the presumed enemy and closing the gap to the longboat. Holbrooke studied the sail with his telescope. It was impossible to tell much about it, except that it was undoubtedly a cutter. Britain and all the European nations used cutters extensively; they were the lightest of scouting vessels and the carriers of dispatches. The problem was that most cutters had been built in commercial yards to no Navy Board-approved design, so until they had a closer look, there was no telling the nationality.
‘What do you make of her, Shepherd?’ called Holbrooke, as he watched the yawl closing them fast on their larboard beam. The longboat was still far away, but at least she was visible now that she’d cleared the island.
‘Could be one of ours, sir. She has a regular tops’l, although its furled and the yard has been sent down.’
Then probably British-built. Holbrooke could feel the relief flood the quarterdeck. But not so fast, he thought. There was little to tell between a British-built cutter on the King’s business and a British built French prize cutter. Kestrel was the tangible proof that the build of a ship didn’t always match her present ownership.
‘She’s broken out an ensign now, sir. She’s British alright. Looks just like Acrias that we saw in Harwich.’
That would make sense, Holbrooke thought, but he was determined that he wouldn’t drop his guard until he was sure that this was indeed Lieutenant Stretton’s cutter.
‘She’s lying-to, sir,’ said Fairview. Acrias – for Holbrooke was becoming ever more confident that it was indeed the British cutter – had backed her jib and was holding her position off Delfzijl.
‘We’ll recover the boats, Mister Fairview, but the ship is to remain cleared for action, and the men are to stay at their quarters. When you’ve got the boats under tow, you may reach down the channel towards Acrias.’
◆◆◆
 
Jackson came on board clutching his notebook with its soundings.
‘We were nearly a mile past the southern limit of the island, sir, when you recalled us. There’s a minimum of five fathoms in the centre of the channel, sir, and it looks like good holding ground, sand and mud.’
‘That’s good Mister Jackson. Did you see any activity?’
‘There are no vessels at all in the western approaches, but we didn’t get far enough north to see past the most western edge of the city into the Emden Road. There could be some lying further around to the west, but I saw no masts. Through the telescope, I could see that we were being watched from the walls, but they didn’t do anything, and there were only locals on the mainland.’
Holbrooke stared up into the western approach. He was a mile or two further away from the city than Jackson had been, but there was no sign of activity, and as Jackson had said, no vessels of any kind.
‘Thank you, Mister Jackson. Give your soundings to the master. Here comes the longboat.’
Holbrooke looked over the side. There was an excited air about the crew of the longboat that had been absent in the yawl. Lynton was running up the side before the bow oar had secured the painter and Treganoc was close behind. Lynton and Treganoc removed his hats and bowed formally.
‘We sounded up to seven cables from the city, sir. We found a patch of five fathoms just half-way up the side of the island, but it was six or seven otherwise. Thick mud with a lot of shells the whole way. I’ll give my soundings to Mister Fairview, sir.’
‘Very good. Did you see any activity?’ Lynton looked sideways at Treganoc, it was good to see that these two had become friends.
‘Yes, sir, we did. There are seven or eight boats, bigger than the longboat by about four feet I reckon, they’re barges really, with no masts, all lined up under the walls right around at the eastern side. I could see some masts inside the city, but they didn’t have yards crossed, and they looked like they’d been there a long time. Two or three pinks or suchlike I guess.’
Lynton exchanged another glance with Treganoc.
‘While Mister Lynton was busy with the soundings, I kept my telescope trained on the city. We were in sight for about three hours. When we arrived, there was no activity around the barges or along the walls. But that soon changed, and about thirty of forty French officers – there were a lot of flashes of gold, the Austrian uniforms are much less showy – gathered right above the barges. Within half an hour they were being manned…’
‘I thought we’d have to withdraw pretty quickly, sir, but I reckoned we could wait until they got underway,’ interrupted Lynton.
‘…and I expected them to come out and chase us. But no such thing. They appeared to be loading the barges as fast as they could. It was too far to see any details, but it looked like bales and barrels. Then I saw something interesting, sir. They’d rigged some sheers, and I saw – I’m certain of what it was – the barrel of a field gun being lowered into a barge.’
Both Lynton and Treganoc looked at Holbrooke expectantly.
‘Were they mounting it in the boat, Mister Treganoc? If the barges are four feet longer than the longboat, they’d take a four-pounder in the bows, just about.’
‘No, sir,’ Treganoc replied. ‘They were loading it into the barge, right into the bottom and then they piled some barrels on top. They weren’t mounting it to fire; I’d swear to that.’
Holbrooke paused. It was difficult to think on the quarterdeck with some much activity around him, but he needed to be on deck while they ran down the channel to meet Acrias.
‘May I offer an opinion, sir?’ asked Treganoc.
‘Yes. Yes, please do,’ replied Holbrooke distractedly as he tried to keep an eye on the cutter that they were fast approaching.
‘It’s my belief, sir, that the French are preparing to abandon Emden, and they’re planning to take their heavy goods by river. The Ems is navigable for a good distance for barges like those. That’s what I’d do, sir. I’d load up the barges with my guns – they can’t leave those as trophies – and provisions for the journey and I’d march out in light order, and I’d follow the river as far as the barges can go.’
Treganoc paused, perhaps wondering how far he should press his opinions.
‘If I were a betting man, I’d say that when they saw the longboat, they made a snap decision to withdraw. Probably they’d been considering it for days – as Major Albach said – but the sight of our boats sounding the approaches persuaded them.’
‘Then the bluff may have worked, sir,’ said Lynton, smiling.
‘It may be no bluff, gentlemen. I fancy Mister Stretton in Acrias may have news for us. If the commodore is on his way, then our bluff is about to become a reality!’
◆◆◆
 
‘Welcome to the Ems Estuary, Mister Stretton. You have word from the commodore, I imagine,’ said Holbrooke when they were in the cabin.
Lieutenant Stretton had come over in the cutter’s jolly-boat as soon as Kestrel had backed her tops’ls alongside Acrias off Delfzijl. He was a man of medium height, quite dark in complexion and he had a pronounced limp which was emphasised by the effort that was required to haul himself over the gunwale into the sloop. Probably he was going no further in the service; their Lordships would be wary about promoting a man with such a disability unless he did something spectacular. Holbrooke found it easy to accept their roles and the older man showed no signs of the resentment that Holbrooke had detected when they had met before, in Harwich.
‘Yes indeed, sir. I have no written orders for you, but the commodore sends his greetings. He hopes that he’ll meet you inside Borkum tomorrow, the eighteenth, during the forenoon. He’d be obliged if you’d have the charts of the estuary ready as soon as he arrives, as he wishes to waste no time in showing his squadron off Emden. Meanwhile, I’m to place myself under your command until he arrives.’
Now that was interesting. Of course, it needed no saying that as the senior of the two officers, Holbrooke could expect – no he could demand – that Stretton obeyed his orders. But that was the point, it needed no saying, but nevertheless, the commodore had specifically sent that message. Was it meant for Holbrooke or for Stretton? Was this a polite way for Holmes to reinforce the point? Did he fear that otherwise Stretton may have a different view of their relationship? Only a score or so years ago it would have been entirely possible that an officer may decline to take orders from a more senior officer, but since then the navy had been professionalised. It had been a process that had been underway for some years, and the act of 1749 had cemented it.
Holbrooke looked at Stretton. His face was neutral, perhaps he saw nothing unusual in this verbal communication from the commodore to his commander, delivered by a lieutenant. Holbrooke could detect no hostility in his honest features. He thought quickly.
‘Very well. Perhaps I can ask you to speak to Mister Fairview for a few moments, then I’ll have some orders for you.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied Stretton, slipping easily into the conventional response from a lieutenant to a commander, rather than the less formal tones between two captains of King’s ships. He added, almost as an afterthought, ‘The squadron is one frigate less; Charity ran aground in the Jade and has returned to Harwich. Only Seahorse and Strombolo will be at the rendezvous.’
◆◆◆
 
‘Don’t bother to seal it, Mister Pritchard,’ he said to his clerk. ‘I’ll be handing it directly to Captain Stretton, and I’ll require him to read it in my presence.’
It was a tricky situation. Holbrooke intended to modify the verbal orders that Stretton had brought. It was vital that Commodore Holmes should have the charts as soon as he arrived, but it was also crucial – in Holbrooke’s opinion – that the pressure was maintained on the fleeing French. If they came to believe that they’d been bluffed, then would they cancel their withdrawal? Would they unload the boats, recall the marching orders and remain in Emden? Holbrooke had learned a little about armies when he’d been at the siege of Fort St. Philip in Minorca, and he knew the importance of momentum. If the French were moving, then they should be encouraged to continue. Kestrel’s place now was off the approaches to Emden Road, his guns trained on the city – even though out of range – to convince the French commander that his withdrawal was militarily inevitable.
‘Pass the word for Captain Stretton, if you please, Mister Pritchard. And the master and the first lieutenant.’
◆◆◆
 
‘Mister Stretton, here are your orders. Please open them now and read them.’
Stretton unfolded the single sheet of paper. He read that he was to take the charts for the squadron – Fairview had made five copies and appended last-minute notes on the soundings in the approaches – and he was to meet the commodore at the rendezvous that was ordered for Kestrel, and there deliver the charts and a letter that Holbrooke would provide before they parted. It was immediately clear that Holbrooke was planning to disobey the orders that Stretton had brought from the commodore. He looked questioningly at Holbrooke but said nothing.
‘You deserve an explanation, Mister Stretton, as you’ll have to face the commodore when he arrives in the estuary to find Acrias but not Kestrel.’
Stretton nodded almost imperceptibly. He evidently agreed that it may be a sticky moment.
‘The French are on the move, withdrawing from the city because they believe that an attempt is to be made against them from the sea. My concern is that if Kestrel is out of sight, then they may change their minds and the whole job of undermining their confidence will have to be done again. As soon as you’re back in Acrias, I’ll signal for you to follow me and we’ll anchor in sight of the city again. The boats will be sent further up the western approach to encourage them to believe that they can escape to the east. As soon as the sun sets, you will leave me to make the rendezvous with the commodore. I’m sending Mister Fairview with you because he knows these waters better than anyone now, certainly better than the Dutch or the French, and he drafted the charts.’
Fairview smiled broadly. He also was ambitious and piloting the squadron into a hostile estuary that he’d personally surveyed could be just the lift he needed.
◆◆◆
 




24: Tightening the Noose
Saturday, Eighteenth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. The Dollart.
 
Lynton, Treganoc and Jackson were studying the chart of Emden by the light of a lantern in Kestrel’s cabin. Acrias had weighed and dropped down the channel as soon as it was too dark for watchers on the walls of the city to see what she was doing. Darkened and under only her mainsail and jib, she’d slipped away to the north without any fuss, taking Fairview and his rolled-up charts for the rendezvous with the commodore.
‘You’ll set off shortly after midnight, gentlemen. The bosun will lead the way in the yawl. You’ll be able to find the channel in the dark, Mister Jackson?’
‘Aye, sir. There are lights on the shore, and the island and the city are lit up like Christmas. If we sound carefully as we go, we’ll be able to get right up to the walls.’
‘It’ll be nearly the top of the tide when you start,’ said Holbrooke. ‘Feel your way up the landward side of the channel on the four-fathom line, you can buoy the island side on your way back.’
‘Mister Lynton. Keep close astern of the yawl and sink your buoys at half-mile intervals. Be sure to follow the yawl closely and don’t waste time sounding, your job at this stage is to lay the buoys accurately in the yawl’s wake.’
Holbrooke knew that if both boats sounded independently, the temptation to discuss the results would be too great, and at this point in the expedition, before they reached the city, they needed silence.
‘Should we pass a line between us, sir?’ asked Lynton. ‘It would ensure that we stay in sight.’
‘No, it will impede you too much. You’ll be able to see each other well enough when the moon rises.’
Jackson nodded in agreement. He had more experience in small boats than any of them, and he knew the horrible complications of joining two boats together: the stop-and-start as one boat moved faster than the other, the inevitable calls between the two. No, it was better to rely on keeping in sight.
‘When you come within range of the southwest corner of the city, you are to bombard the walls. You’ll do little damage, but a two-pounder makes plenty of noise, and the flash will be tremendous on a dark night. Five rounds should do it; keep the other five in reserve in case of emergencies. Mister Treganoc, your men are drilled on the boat-gun?’
‘They are, sir,’ replied the marine lieutenant. Two months ago, he’d have resented the implication that Holbrooke was checking that he was doing his duty, but he’d settled into the ways of Kestrel and understood the need to emphasise the point. It would be a poor time to be learning gun drills when the longboat was under the walls of Emden.
‘Then I expect you’ll be exposed for no more than ten minutes,’ said Holbrooke. ‘I’d be surprised if the French manage to get a shot away in that time, even if their guns aren’t all loaded into their boats by now.’
The longboat had made a brief foray into the eastern approach before the sun had set. Lynton had confirmed that the boats were still being loaded; they didn’t look as though they’d be moving that night.
‘Mister Jackson, count the shots, and as soon as Mister Treganoc has fired his five, you can start leading back down the channel, keeping to the island side; the four-fathom line again.’
‘Remember, gentlemen, a blue rocket from Kestrel is your signal to return as quickly as possible. If I hear more than five guns from you or see your blue rocket, I’ll know that you’re in trouble and I’ll take action accordingly.’
What action he’d take was a moot point. Kestrel had no more boats except for a tiny gig, and he wouldn’t take the sloop up the channel into Emden in the dark on what would be an ebbing tide. It was clear to all that once the boats had been sent away from Kestrel, they were on their own and would have to deal with any emergencies as they happened. This expedition was part of the pressure that he was putting on the French garrison. All the indications were that they were planning to abandon Emden tomorrow, but Holbrooke didn’t want to give the French commander any chance to change his mind. A night bombardment followed by the dawn when they’d see that the eastern channel had been buoyed to facilitate moving men-of-war up to the walls should reinforce the decision to move out and make it imperative that they do so as soon as possible.
◆◆◆
 
‘Oars,’ called Lynton in a near-whisper. The men rested with their blades parallel to the surface of the water as the longboat continued to creep forward under her own momentum. They were right under the walls now, at about two cables distance and they hadn’t yet been observed. Jackson in the yawl was a cable astern. The boats could see each other very well in the light of this waxing, gibbous moon just past its first quarter and only partly concealed by a thin mist laying over the water. They knew it would be more difficult for the soldiers on the city walls – if there were any – because their night-vision would be impaired by the inevitable fires that would be burning on such a cold night.
The buoying of the landward side of the channel had been successful. The yawl had crept along the four-fathom line guided by the whispered calls of the leadsman. On this dark night, he had to rely on touch and shades of grey to tell the marks. Two and three fathoms were marked by a piece of leather twisted into the lay of the sounding line, there was a piece of white rag at five fathoms, it’s pale colour just visible in the moonlight, and at seven a bit of red rag. In this shallow water, he didn’t need to cast the lead; he could pay out the line between his hands. His practised fingers felt the pieces of leather, and then he could see the white rag and judge how much extra line had been needed to reach the bottom. The longboat had followed close behind, almost in touching distance, and seven small buoys had been slid quietly over the side on eight-fathom bridles with a six-pound ball each as an anchor. There was a lot more room in the boat now, enough for the gun crew to prepare their weapon for firing while the remaining buoys were moved aft.
‘Stroke oars only now,’ whispered Lynton, as he watched the hand signals from Treganoc in the bow. He was lining up the longboat for the first shot; the boat gun was fixed in position in the bows and it was necessary to manoeuvre the whole boat to point at the target.
‘Two pulls starboard.’
The boat’s bow moved to the left, lining up on the small bastion on the southwestern point of the walls.
‘When you’re ready Mister Treganoc.’
The marine gun captain fiddled with the screw elevation, making sure that the ball would carry to the target, holding the linstock in his hand above the gunwale. Before the gun could be fired, there was a sudden noise of shouting from the city. It was tentative at first, sentries unsure of what they were seeing, but it was soon followed by loud, decisive orders and the clattering sound of armed men rushing towards the walls. They’d seen the glow of the slow-match in the bows of the longboat, but it hardly mattered; they’d only gained themselves a minute while the gun was accurately laid.
Bang! The sharp noise was tremendous on this dark night, and a tongue of red-and-orange flame leapt from the barrel of the gun as the longboat shuddered and jerked backwards a few feet under the recoil. Flashes of musketry could be seen, which was provident because the gun layer had lost sight of the dark walls. His pupils, which had been dilated as he stared into the dark night, had constricted as a reaction to the flash from the gun.
There appeared to be a dozen or so muskets firing at the boats, but at two cables – four hundred yards in land terms – there was little chance of an individual musket hitting its target. To make matters worse for the soldiers, although they could see the muzzle flash from the boat gun, in the two-minute interval between shots there was nothing to see, just a faint haze of gunsmoke illuminated by the moon. However, a dozen men firing a volley in the right general direction raised the probability considerably, and Lynton was aware of how vulnerable they were, all sitting upright in the boat.
‘Oarsmen lay down, get under the gunwales,’ he ordered, ‘strokes stay where you are.’ The two stroke oars looked at each other, one shrugged, and the other smiled in return. Fatalists both, or perhaps it was mere bravado.
Lynton continued to manoeuvre the boat to keep it pointing directly at the bastion. There was no way of knowing how successful they were, although twice they heard a distinct crash as a ball impacted on masonry, and once a cry of pain.
‘You’ve fired your five, Mister Treganoc,’ Lynton shouted, there was no need for silence now.
‘Five rounds fired,’ he replied, ‘and I fancy we scored a few hits.’
‘Then we’ll be away.’
The yawl had already turned and was heading south to the island side of the channel. Lynton steered the longboat into its wake and the gun crew, having reloaded, scrambled aft over the oarsmen to prepare the buoys. The French muskets were still firing, there were about twenty of them now. Treganoc, freed from his duties at the boat gun, levelled his own musket and fired over the larboard quarter in return.
‘First buoy ready,’ shouted the gun captain, raising his left hand.
They all heard the noise; it was something like a light hammer blow on a pile of wet rags. The gun captain let out an involuntary yell and fell across a thwart, blood pouring from his hand and spraying over Treganoc. An unlucky shot at extreme range had found its mark, the only British casualty so far in this blockade of the Ems.
‘Wrap it well,’ said Treganoc, ‘and if it keeps bleeding it’ll need a turn around his arm just below the elbow. We’ll be back on board in two hours, and the doctor can see to you then.’ The gun captain grimaced. He’d been at sea in the last war and knew how his hand, and even his life, was in the balance, however proficient the doctor was.
‘Let’s get that buoy over the side,’ called Lynton, not wanting to miss his time.
◆◆◆
 
It was already dawn when the boats returned to Kestrel. The gun captain was handed up into the sloop and carried below to the surgeon. Despite the casualty, it had been a very successful operation. They’d buoyed the channel, they’d confirmed that the French had moved their artillery from the walls, and they’d reinforced the sense of impending doom that must by now be prevalent in Emden. Holbrooke was delighted, and even more so as he heard a hail from the lookout.
‘Sail ho! Three sails coming up the channel, sir. A frigate, a sloop and that cutter again. They’re under all plain sail, no spilling their wind this time.’
The yawl shot away from Kestrel’s side, impelled by a fresh crew who understood how the prestige of their ship was so often measured by the smartness of the handling of her boats.
‘Welcome, Captain Holbrooke,’ said Captain Taylor as the pipes came to an end on the final low note of the salute for captains coming aboard. ‘We hear that you haven’t been idle. But come below, the commodore is waiting for you.’
The squadron had anchored close to Kestrel and within sight of the southwestern bastion of the walls of Emden, the same bastion that the longboat had bombarded the previous night. If that sight didn’t persuade the French that their time in Emden was over, then nothing short of famine or siege would move them. They’d seen last night what a two-pounder boat gun could do, and now they were facing twenty-four nine-pounders, thirty six-pounders and the six four-pounders that Acrias contributed. Emden’s walls had been built for warfare in a different century, and her commander would know that he couldn’t win against the squadron that now lay just beyond range but clearly visible. The buoyed channel, which would surely have been pointed out to him by now, would only confirm that his tenure had run its course.
‘I expected to see you this morning inside Borkum, Captain Holbrooke,’ said Holmes, his face severe. ‘However, Mister Fairview has told me of your reasons, and you acted, in this case, correctly. I wouldn’t want you to imagine that you should make a habit of disobedience, though. I hope we understand each other.’
‘I do, sir,’ said Holbrooke, looking suitably solemn. He was sure that the commodore was merely re-asserting his authority. It wasn’t serious. The orders hadn’t been given in writing and in any case, he’d done just what the commodore had asked when they met in Harwich; he’d put intense pressure on the French garrison. Nevertheless, Holmes’ irritation was real enough.
‘Good,’ said Holmes, his face brightening now that he was satisfied that this young commander wasn’t toying with his superior’s orders. ‘Now, what’s the latest situation?’
There was a chart on the table, one of Fairview’s. ‘I sent my boats to buoy the channel and the western part of the Emden Road last night,’ said Holbrooke, pointing at the chart. ‘The buoys are on the four-fathom line at low water, five cables apart. They’re small, but visible when you know that they’re there.’
‘Then the squadron can move up to the city,’ mused Holmes. ‘Did you encounter any resistance?’ asked the commodore before Holbrooke could continue.
‘I gave orders that the longboat should fire on the walls with the boat-gun, to keep up the pressure. The French replied with musketry, proving that all their guns have been embarked in their boats. We had one marine wounded, but he’ll survive.’
‘Then to the best of your knowledge, the French are still in the city, but preparing to move out.’
‘Yes, sir, to the best of my knowledge.’ Holbrooke was temporising. He was sure that he knew what had happened overnight in the west of the city, but he hadn’t put a boat into the eastern channel since Acrias had arrived yesterday. He was blind to the east; they could have all marched out soon after the bombardment, and those boats could be towing up the Ems now. Did the commodore care if the garrison had escaped? It was impossible to know. It just seemed so unlikely that the French would have been able to move those heavily-laden boats at night.
‘I gather that nobody has looked to the east since yesterday, is that correct?’
The commodore was no fool; he’d spotted the tone in Holbrooke’s voice and recognised the flaw in the plan.
‘That’s correct, sir.’
‘Then we should do so immediately. Your first lieutenant seems to know those waters. Let’s get your longboat over there to find out what the French are doing. When he returns with some more information, I’ll be able to plan the next step.’
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke came away from the interview feeling as though he’d been chastised.
‘Don’t worry about Mister Holmes,’ said Taylor as they walked back towards the waist. ‘He’s lost one of his frigates – a foolish error in navigation – and he’s worried about what their Lordships will have to say. I must say that he rather likes your sailing master; he believes that it would never have happened if Fairview had been on board the flagship. I’ve never seen such charts! We came up the estuary without a care in the world, never seeing a hint of troubled water.’
Nevertheless, Holbrooke had a foreboding about what Lynton would find. The wait for the longboat to return was interminable. It was noon before she was seen coming around Nessa Island under sail, hurrying back to the squadron. The longboat was ordered to report directly to Holmes, but Lynton contrived to edge away and pass Kestrel close on the side that was away from the frigate.
‘They’ve gone, sir,’ shouted Lynton as the longboat sped past. ‘The boats must have left in the night. I could just see them half a mile up the Ems, made fast to the eastern bank. The French are marching out of the Upper Gate, the head of the column is abreast the island.’
‘Any sign of the Austrians?’ called Holbrooke, but the longboat was gone out of earshot, rounding-to under the stern of the flagship and kissing the ship’s side so that Lynton could step aboard with the minimum of discomfort.
‘Away yawl,’ shouted Holbrooke. ‘My coat, Serviteur. I’m going to the flagship.’
◆◆◆
 
‘They’re away, Holbrooke,’ said the commodore, clearly irritated. ‘Well, you couldn’t have known, and I wouldn’t have prevented it if I had known. Perhaps it’s for the best, although I’d dearly have liked to have those guns. The soldiers place such emphasis on capturing the enemy’s guns.’
‘If you please, sir,’ said Holbrooke, ‘we can still annoy them. Their barges won’t move fast up the river with all that ice coming down, and as they’ve no sails to take advantage of this nor’easter they’ll have difficulty even keeping pace with the marching column. They’ll believe they’re safe now that they’re out of the salt water.’ He watched the commodore carefully. ‘We could cut them out tonight.’
‘Could we, by God? Let’s have a look at the chart. Is Mister Lynton still here? Pass the word for him.’
Holbrooke spread out the chart on the commodore’s dining table.
‘Mister Lynton, where exactly did you see the barges?’ asked Holmes.
‘Here, sir.’ Lynton pointed to where a small stream or a large sluice entered the Ems from the north. The chart showed a wide expanse of marshland that occupied about half the width of the river. The stream cut through the marsh and there was a wooden bridge and a jetty on the far side of the stream. The jetty was accessible by navigating up the stream for perhaps a quarter of a mile from the river with the marshland on either side. ‘The river here is less than a mile wide, and half of it on the north shore is marshland. They’ll need sweeps to get up the river, although there may be a towpath further up.’
‘They won’t try that at night, sir,’ said Holbrooke, ‘and they won’t get past the marsh in what’s left of today. They must wait for daylight tomorrow. We have a chance to take or burn those barges, and to capture the guns.’
Holbrooke realised that he was almost pleading with the commodore. This campaign of the Ems estuary had become personal for him. It looked certain that they’d be able to sail unopposed into the Emden Road tomorrow and take the city, but it would be a diminished victory if the French got clean away without being harassed.
Holmes stared at the chart. He took up a pair of dividers and measured the distance from their anchorage to the mouth of the Ems, then he measured the distance from the mouth to the point where the course of the river turned to the south. Four and five miles respectively. What the commodore knew, and the French colonel did not, was that the river up to the bend belonged to King George, by courtesy of the small squadron now anchored off Emden. The French army thought of rivers as being terrestrial arteries, but the British navy knew that for a certain distance they could be dominated by sea-power. That bend in the river, some five miles beyond where the barges appeared to have berthed for the night, was the limit of the commodore’s influence. When the barges passed that point and turned south, nothing more could be done without support from land forces. The question now was, would the French stay at the jetty until the next morning? Holmes stared into space. If they sent boats in tonight, and they found the jetty empty, then no harm would be done. If they discovered the barges still there, and if they weren’t well guarded, then there was a chance to turn this passive occupation into a minor naval victory.
‘How do you know about this stream and jetty, Mister Lynton?’ asked the commodore, not yet convinced.
‘We looked into the mouth of the Ems yesterday before we started sounding, sir. We could see the wooden bridge clear as day, showing over the reeds, and the piles of the jetty were also showing, just as they’re marked on the chart, sir,’ he said pointing to the symbols that some unknown hand had sketched, never guessing how this information would be used. ‘The stream appeared to be in spate, perhaps the ice is melting in the lake to the nor’east of Emden. In any case, there is a lot of water flowing into the Ems.’
There was silence in the cabin. Holmes continued to gaze at the chart. Holbrooke guessed that he was weighing up the potential gain against the probable loss of life. After all, there would be a couple of thousand French soldiers in the vicinity, their exact location unknown.
‘Then here’s what we’ll do,’ said the commodore, his mind made up. ‘Pass the word for Captain Taylor, he needs to hear this also.’
◆◆◆
 




25: The Pursuit
Sunday, Nineteenth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. The Dollart.
 
The equinox was fast approaching. The daylight was lasting well into the evening, but the days were still cold as winter lingered long in this flat, windswept land. After the sun had set over Groningen, Holbrooke sat in the stern sheets of Kestrel’s longboat with Dawson beside him at the tiller. In the very last of the light, he saw a flight of oystercatchers hurrying overhead looking for their overnight roost. He was reminded irresistibly of the tidal mill at the head of Fareham Creek, and the Christmas Day when Dawson had steered him into a different kind of adventure.
‘Captain Holbrooke will command the expedition,’ the commodore had said decisively after the plan of attack had been sketched out. The disappointment was written plain on Smith’s face. This expedition of four boats, one each from the sloops and two from the frigate, was too big for a lieutenant to command, and yet a post-captain was of too lofty a rank. It had to be Smith or Holbrooke, and Smith was the senior, so it came as a surprise when the commodore had chosen Holbrooke. He’d softened the blow to Smith by pointing out that Holbrooke had spent the past two months in the Ems Estuary; he knew the water well and would need no reconnaissance. But still, the decision was a disappointment to Smith; it was opportunities such as this that elevated commanders to post-captains.
The anchored squadron was quickly lost to sight under the gloom of a partly overcast sky. Once the last glow of sunset had faded, the western sky was as black as pitch. Over to the east, the moon was starting to show through the clouds, it’s light yet too dim and diffuse to provide illumination of anything other than the general outline of the land. Holbrooke could see well enough to make out the mouth of the river, but it was highly unlikely that the boats, with their masts struck and stowed between the rowers, could be seen from the shore.
An hour ago, the barges were still at the jetty; Holbrooke’s own yawl with Lynton in command had confirmed their presence. It was so unlikely that the French would move after nightfall that the possibility could be dismissed from his plans.
Kestrel’s longboat was in the lead, Seahorse’s longboat and yawl followed, and Strombolo’s longboat brought up the rear. Each boat carried its crew of oarsman and a contingent of marines, thirty in total, commanded by Captain Barton from the flagship. The boats were heavily loaded with men and then overloaded with combustibles; it would be a long, hard row for the oarsmen, even with the flooding tide to counteract the force of the river. The smooth progress of the boats was interrupted as their bows pushed aside the ice-floes that came down from the frozen higher reaches of the Ems.
‘Keep her head at east-by-south,’ said Holbrooke to the coxswain, ‘and watch your next astern. If he starts lagging, then ease the stroke.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ replied Dawson. He could see the mouth of the river, but it was as well to have a course to steer on this dark night when shapes came and went as the moon’s fitful rays were interrupted by the clouds.
The eastern approach to Emden slid by on the larboard side as the small, unnamed island that stood on the southern side of the mouth of the Ems came into view. By peering into the dark, Holbrooke could see both river banks now, which gave him an idea of the visibility. The boats would still be invisible, and the sounds of the night were loud enough to mask the creak of the oars. Now they were in the river itself, and the bump and grind of the ice floes was more frequent. Just a mile to go to the mouth of the little stream. On the larboard bow pinpricks of light started to show, the bivouac fires of two-thousand five-hundred Frenchmen. Then the column had proceeded no further than the stream. Night had overtaken the French soldiers before they had caught up with the boats. It would have been better if they had camped beyond the boats – further up the Ems – but at least they had the stream to cross before they could interfere with Holbrooke’s plans. And that gave Holbrooke an idea.
‘Captain Barton,’ he called softly, cupping his mouth into the centre of the boat.
‘Sir,’ he replied.
‘Make your way back here, if you please, Captain,’ said Holbrooke.
There was barely room to move between the seated marines, and it took a few moments for Barton to reach the stern, leaving trampled fingers and toes behind him.
‘You see the French fires. Would you say that was the bivouac of two-thousand five-hundred men?’
Barton squinted into the night. ‘I would, sir, more-or-less. They’re not very regular, but if they had to make camp in the near-dark, then that’s probably the best that can be expected.’
‘Very well. Now, do you see those dim lights to the right? Those, I believe, are our barges. It looks very much as though the French have allowed their forces to be split by a small stream with only a wooden bridge as a means of crossing.’
Barton looked more closely. ‘I see what you’re thinking, Mister Holbrooke. If I throw twenty of my men forward to the bridge, we should be able to hold it against any number of French infantrymen.’
‘And if I was to send my gunner forward with you, and a couple of kegs of powder?’
Barton’s smile pierced the darkness. The original plan was to hold a line twenty yards from the base of the jetty, which in the blackness would provide some protection from musketry as the seamen cut out the boats that they could and burned the rest. But a plan is only a basis for change, and this was a very useful improvement. The stream was no real military obstacle, it could probably be waded with little trouble, but for a retreating regiment, at night and not expecting to have to assault a disciplined force on the other side, it could well hold them long enough to carry away more of the boats than they had planned.
‘Pass the word for’rard for the gunner,’ whispered Holbrooke. He blessed his insistence that the most important members of the command of this expedition should all be in his boat.
‘Mister Matross. Can you bring down a wooden bridge with the powder you have?’
Matross wasn’t a man to be rushed. He pondered for a moment.
‘How big a bridge, sir?’
‘I don’t know, man,’ replied Holbrooke in exasperation. ‘A moderate country bridge for coaches and farm carts and suchlike, I expect. Can you bring it down?
‘I can destroy the road surface, sir. As for bringing down the bridge, that’s much more difficult. There’s nothing solid for the explosion to work on, not like a stone bridge.’
‘We only need to make it impossible for soldiers to charge across. The marines will do the rest.’
Matross pondered again. ‘Aye, I can do that,’ he said slowly. ‘I’ll just need five minutes to sling the charges under the bridge and lay the fuse. I’ll get on with making a rope cradle for the barrels now, sir.’
◆◆◆
 
‘I’ll come a little to starboard now, sir,’ said Dawson. ‘I can see the reed beds close to larboard.’
Holbrooke had been so taken up with re-planning that he hadn’t noticed how far the boat had come. The swampy area that started on the north side of the mouth of the river was clearly visible. In a few minutes, they’d see the stream.
‘When we turn into the stream the men will need to pull hard,’ replied Holbrooke. But he’d already told all four coxswains that part of the plan. It was what would happen when the marines got ashore that worried him. Was Captain Barton up to the challenge of executing this change of plan?
The lights of the bivouacs were behind them now, abaft the larboard quarter, so the soldiers hadn’t crossed the stream. The isolated lights that marked the jetty were on the larboard bow.
‘The stream’s visible now, sir,’ said Dawson.
Holbrooke peered into the gloom ahead. He could just see the gap in the reeds, about half a cable wide. He reached behind to uncover the lantern, just for a few seconds the light shone astern, warning the following boats that he was about to turn.
Dawson pushed the tiller gently to starboard, and the longboat turned smoothly into the gap between the reeds. There was a tall stake on either side, presumably to mark the channel, and Dawson steered between them. The stream here was strong, much stronger than the sluggish Ems.
‘Now, Nobby, pull with all your heart,’ Dawson said to the stroke oar, just a few feet in front of him. The stroke increased both his speed and his length, and each of the oarsmen followed his timing. The longboat sped up the tiny channel despite the force of the current, it’s bow-wave bending the reeds on either side.
The lights of the jetty were coming closer now. Holbrooke could see the outline of the wooden structure, the tall piles that Lynton had reported, and the dark shapes of the barges were starting to be visible.
‘I can see the bridge,’ said Captain Barton. ‘Aye, if your gunner can blow the centre of it, we can hold the bank, at least long enough for you to get those barges away.’
A shout, a French challenge, ‘Qui va là?’ Then a pause, more cries. Warnings now.
‘Pull!’ shouted Dawson, ‘Pull you sluggards!’
The longboat covered the last hundred yards in a matter of seconds. Dawson was almost caught by surprise at the speed and he only just managed to order the oars to be tossed before the longboat crashed against one of the barges. Barton leapt over the gunwale, followed by his marines. He ran straight over the heavily-laden barges, kicking an incautious face that appeared from behind a barrel, and stepped ashore, waving his sword. Behind him, Holbrooke could hear the other boats as they likewise threw themselves against the barges and disgorged their marines. In what seemed like seconds, but must have been a few minutes, the marines were formed into two ranks, faced to the left and moved off up the jetty in double-time. He could see Treganoc bringing up the rear, second in command of the marine force.
‘Mister Matross. Get your men together and follow the marines. I want that bridge blown in ten minutes.’
He could hear muskets being fired. It was too soon for Barton’s men to be engaged; it must be a few nervous Frenchmen, shooting at nothing. Of course, these weren’t field troops he was up against; these were garrison soldiers, too old or unfit to serve with the regular army that had swept aside the Duke of Cumberland. If this had been a regular French infantry regiment, the expedition would never have been attempted.
The seamen were all leaping onto the barges now. Here was Jackson, jumping from boat to boat as he made his way to Holbrooke.
‘There are only six of ‘em, sir. With the tide turning and the current behind us, it’ll be easy to run down the river with two behind each boat.’
‘Yes. I don’t want to burn any if we can avoid it.’
Any more than six would have needed to be burned. Each of the boats could tow two of the barges, leaving Kestrel’s longboat to cover their retreat with the two-pounder boat-gun.
The musketry was becoming regular now, it must be Barton’s marines in action. Hopefully, they were holding off the French while Matross laid his charges. The French commander had a serious problem on his hands. He needed a disciplined, prepared force to storm the bridge, and that he didn’t have with his men being disturbed from the preparation of their supper. He couldn’t outflank the marines either to the left, where they’d have to ford the stream or to the right, where the reed bed protected the British force. Given time and daylight, neither obstacle was insurmountable, but at night, in the confusion of the first evening on the march, neither was likely. And presumably he didn’t know that the clock was ticking for him as the gunner worked methodically to lay his charges.
Suddenly the darkness to the north was split by the sound of two explosions. They weren’t large charges, just twenty pounds of powder each, and they hadn’t been placed in a confined space, so the damage was limited. However, as Holbrooke later earned, they had lifted the wooden planks of the centre span of the bridge and left a twelve-foot gap with only the more massive longitudinal timbers surviving. The bridge could be repaired in half an hour, but Holbrooke didn’t intend to allow the French commander that much time.
‘Barges are all secured, sir,’ said Jackson.
‘Very well, hold against the jetty until the marines return.’
‘Here they come now,’ said Jackson, pointing inland.
This was a very tight battlefield; the bridge was only two hundred yards from the jetty, and the nearest French bivouacs were only half a mile beyond. Evidently, enough Frenchmen had forded the stream to cause Barton to withdraw. Half a dozen marines came with a rush to the base of the jetty and knelt facing back up the road. Two more marines appeared out of the dark dragging another, apparently wounded. It came as a shock to Holbrooke to recognise Captain Barton, unconscious, his face pale and with a bloodstained waistcoat.
A whistle blew, and the remainder of the marines came back with a rush, Treganoc last of all, passing through the rearguard.
Treganoc saluted. ‘The marines have withdrawn sir.’
‘Then get them into the barges, Mister Treganoc, and don’t forget the captain.’
‘Mister Jackson, cast off, we’ll see you in the river.’
‘Aye-aye sir,’ he heard faintly. It was easy to leave the jetty; the winter rain that had built up in the lake was releasing a steady flow of water. As each boat with its pair of barges cast off, the current quickly took them, and they disappeared into the darkness.
The rearguard was firing regularly now, and Holbrooke could see the answering flashes from the French as they crowded forward.
Dawson had turned the longboat around so that it was secured by the bow, it’s stern held well out into the stream by the starboard oarsmen against the tug of the current.
‘Mister Treganoc. Now!’ shouted Holbrooke.
The rearguard fired once more then turned and ran full pelt for the longboat. Treganoc walked – no, he strolled – back the boat and stepped deliberately aboard. Holbrooke stamped his foot in frustration. ‘Let go,’ he shouted as soon as Treganoc was in the longboat.
The oarsmen backed water, and the longboat edged out into the stream. In a matter of seconds, they were taken by the current, and the gap between boat and jetty widened. A mass of soldiers, realising that the rearguard had withdrawn, charged onto the dock. A junior officer, more in control than the others was ordering his men into line for a volley that must surely kill or wound a quarter of the seamen and marines packed into the longboat.
‘Mister Matross, when you’re ready,’ shouted Holbrooke.
A maddening few seconds followed, in which Matross fussed with the elevation screw and waited for the bows to be directly in line. The French could be seen ramming their muskets.
Then suddenly the darkness was split by a violent tongue of flame and a roar that sounded loud for being so close. The two-pounder sent its cannister-load of musket balls towards the jetty. The last that Holbrooke saw, as the smoke cleared and before the whole was lost to the dark, was a struggling mass of bodies where the disciplined rank of soldiers had been. Not a shot followed them as the swollen stream carried them swiftly down to the Ems.
◆◆◆
 
It should have been a happy crew that rode the ebbing tide down the Ems to the waiting squadron. Holbrooke, however, couldn’t shake off the feeling of depression that always came over him after he’d been in action, even when he won. That last lethal blast from the boat-gun had probably killed half a dozen Frenchmen and maimed the same number. He didn’t subscribe to the view that once in uniform, they were fair game, unlike civilians who so often had the prefix innocent applied to their description. Few of those soldiers had joined the French army by choice. Each had a story that would never be told: poverty, poor decisions in life, disinheritance, debt. The reasons for joining the army as a common soldier were endless, but few of them involved a free choice. And there was poor Captain Barton. He’d been shot somewhere between the chest and the stomach. It was impossible in the small boat to carry out any kind of treatment; it was hard enough just to make him comfortable. Holbrooke knew that a musket ball anywhere in the body was invariably fatal.
◆◆◆
 
‘An elegant operation, Mister Holbrooke. Very neat indeed,’ said the commodore, when Holbrooke and Treganoc had reported to his cabin before the sun had risen. ‘Captain Barton I know about, and I’m expecting the doctor’s report at any moment. But did you lose anyone else?’
‘No seamen were injured at all, sir. I’ll let Mister Treganoc give a report on his marines.’
‘We lost one man at the bridge, sir, at the same time as Captain Barton was shot. I judged it best to leave him as he was already gone. Another marine was shot in the shoulder as we withdrew, through-and-through missing the main arteries and the bones. With luck, he’ll be back on duty in a month.’
Holbrooke hadn’t noticed a wounded marine when the landing party withdrew. The man must have had heroic fortitude to jump over those boats with a hole in his shoulder.
‘Would you describe the action at the bridge, Mister Treganoc?’ asked the commodore.
‘Yes, sir.’ Treganoc paused for a moment, marshalling his thoughts. He was a man of extraordinary self-discipline, as Holbrooke had already noticed, and he started his narrative in a firm, steady voice, despite having been in close action less than an hour before.
‘Captain Barton formed the whole party in two lines, and we doubled up the jetty without any opposition. The bridge was easy to find, we just followed the path from the jetty and turned left on the road. It was only three hundred yards from the boats. We crossed the bridge without seeing anything of the enemy. The whole body of marines formed two ranks on the far side and prepared to receive a charge. Soon after, we heard musket shots close in front of us, but they weren’t well aimed and caused us no difficulty. Kestrel’s gunner, Mister Matross and two of his mates arrived with the charges only seconds behind the marines, and they started work setting the kegs under the deck. After five minutes we could hear the first attack forming up in the darkness, but we held our fire until they charged, rather than waste our ammunition shooting into the dark. They gave us good warning, and when they charged two volleys cleared them, and none came closer than twenty yards. It was in that first attack that Captain Barton fell. He was to the front and received a ball as they withdrew.’
Treganoc allowed a decent pause after describing the force commander’s wounding.
‘I took command and ordered the captain moved to the rear, but I couldn’t afford to lose any more men to take him back to the boats as the second attack was already forming up. We suffered two more attacks, but they weren’t pressed home with any vigour; it was plain to see that these were garrison troops, not a regular line regiment. When Mister Matross reported the bridge ready to be blown, I withdrew the marines to the near side of the bridge and formed them fifty yards away, ready to receive a charge, that being the distance that Mister Matross informed me was safe. I don’t believe that any French crossed the bridge before it was blown.’
The commodore nodded. It was a stirring tale of valour on a cold and dark night, told in stark, factual terms.
‘After the explosion, I inspected the bridge. Twelve feet of the deck had been destroyed but the beams all survived. Nevertheless, it had been sufficiently damaged to slow the enemy down for at least five minutes, in my judgement. I detached a rearguard under a sergeant to form a defensive position at the jetty and to take back the wounded. Some few minutes later we could hear another attack forming. I ordered a volley into the dark, then we withdrew through the rearguard and onto the barges. The rearguard followed in good order. The marines fought in the best possible manner, sir, I have no complaint to make against any man.’
Holmes stood in silence for a moment, trying to imagine the scene at the bridge. He found that he couldn’t; nothing in his experience in any way matched the sheer courage of men standing firm, while an attacking force of unknown size and ability could be heard preparing their assault only yards in front of them, in the pitch-black. It would have been easy for the marines’ cohesion to crumble and the commodore appreciated that it was only the habit of discipline that kept them together.
‘Mister Holbrooke, you were able to withdraw the boats in good order?’
‘Yes, sir, we did. Seahorse’s longboat and yawl and Strombolo’s longboat took two barges each in tow, and we sent them away before the marine rearguard commenced their withdrawal. Mister Treganoc was the last to leave the jetty, just yards ahead of the French. Kestrel’s longboat cleared the jetty with canister from the boat gun and didn’t receive a single shot in return. We returned to the squadron without incident, sir.’
Holmes was again lost in thought. His had been a typical sea officer’s career. He’d served in the last war and seen action against men-of-war and privateers. He’d taken prizes, and he’d defended convoys, but he’d never been involved in anything as personal as this bloody little fight at a bridge over an unnamed stream running into a river that nobody in England had ever heard of. He was having difficulty imagining it, and he was – in a way – envious of these two junior officers before him.
There was a knock at the door, and the commodore’s steward admitted the surgeon. He was a brisk, energetic man, lean to the point of cadaverous. He didn’t look like the jolliest of messmates.
‘I regret to inform you, your honour,’ he said in his broad Scots accent, ‘that Captain Barton has died. It was the loss of blood, but he’d have died anyway given the nature of the wound.’
Holmes looked shocked, more at the callous way in which the report was made than at the fact of the death. Holbrooke looked sideways at Treganoc. He was staring steadfastly at the door, his face showing no emotion except for a nervous movement of his jaw.
‘Then get out of here, Doctor, and make your report in writing. Good day to you,’ said Holmes savagely. The surgeon’s expression didn’t change. It was all one to him; he cared not what people thought of him, secure as he was in the certainty of his intellectual superiority.
It occurred to Holbrooke that the commodore must also have been under intense strain these past hours. Holbrooke and Treganoc had found an outlet in action, but Holmes had been forced to wait in his cabin, knowing nothing of the success or failure of the expedition until the boats had appeared silently out of the darkness. If he’d lost the four boats and all those men, it would have tarnished the success of the operation against Emden. His part in ordering the boat expedition had a valour all its own.
◆◆◆
 




26: Negotiation
Monday, Twentieth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. The Dollart.
 
Holbrooke was in the longboat again, with Chalmers sat beside him. He’d been sent at first light by the commodore to determine whether Emden was still defended, Chalmers acting as interpreter if required. The longboat sported the largest ensign that it would bear so that there should be no doubt as to which nation was claiming the conquest.
Dawson steered the longboat up the western approach channel that they had buoyed little more than twenty-four hours before. So much had happened since then that it seemed like a lifetime ago, and it was almost a surprise to see that the buoys hadn’t been removed. The defenders of Emden had evidently decided that even such a minor act of resistance was worthless.
As they turned to the east around the island of Nessa, the whole city came into sight. Holbrooke was the first to see the entire objective of this expedition in the daylight, despite the blockade having been in place since early January. The walls, he now saw, were extensive but low, and on this seaward side they were pierced by several openings to allow ships to be warped to the quays right in the centre.
There was the bastion that Lynton and Treganoc had bombarded the night before last. The damage, though superficial, was plain to see: chipped masonry, a broken crenellation, nothing that couldn’t be easily repaired, but there was no sign of any attempt to do so.
A jetty protruded into the Emden Road half a mile east of the bastion. No vessels lay alongside, and everything looked entirely peaceful.
‘Put us alongside, Dawson,’ said Holbrooke, indicating the deserted wooden platform.
The oars were tossed at the last moment, and Dawson ran the longboat neatly alongside. The bow oar carried the painter ashore and took a turn around a handy post, bringing the end of the painter back inboard. The situation ashore was unknown, and the longboat needed to be able to retire quickly if things should turn ugly.
Holbrooke and Chalmers waited and watched. For a full ten minutes, there was no sign of life other than an occasional small boy, drawn by inquisitiveness, peering through the crenellations and scampering away when Holbrooke turned to look at him. At the base of the jetty there was a wide gap in the walls closed by double doors that looked like oak – new oak at that – with iron studs to turn aside axes and delay attackers. Holbrooke wasn’t going to compromise his dignity by attempting to force the gates; in any case, he didn’t have the means. The minutes passed, and the eerie silence persisted. Holbrooke took another look at the walls and the gate and turned to Chalmers.
‘We’ve tried knocking politely at the front door, Mister Chalmers, now we’ll try the servant’s entrance,’ he said pointing to the waterway just a few tens of yards further east that presumably penetrated the heart of the city. It didn’t look as though it was defended at all, and they should be able to row right up to where his chart told him the Town House should be. He had hoped that he wouldn’t have to take this route. The jetty gave him a useful means of retreat whereas once inside the walls it would be easy for his boat to be trapped, and he didn’t know the situation in the town. It could be still occupied by a French detachment; those that he’d engaged last night may have been only part of the garrison. And the Austrians could still be in the city, they probably were in fact. Then again, there was an assumption that the Frisian citizens would welcome the British navy, but that wasn’t at all a certainty.
‘It would appear that the ball is in the Austrians’ court,’ replied Chalmers.
‘I wonder what they hope to gain by keeping us waiting here,’ said Holbrooke, staring at the gates as though willing them to open.
‘They may have some modern notions of negotiation, perhaps they’re attempting to work on our confidence,’ Chalmers replied. ‘But most likely they’re trying to decide what they should say to you and how they should respond to whatever you say. I find in this case that you have the decidedly upper hand, Mister Holbrooke.’
‘Well, we can’t wait all day,’ said Holbrooke. He took a last look at the gate before stepping down into the boat, and as he did so, he heard noise from the other side, the sounds of the bar of the gate being lifted.
‘Hold fast, Dawson,’ he said, ‘something’s afoot. Keep the painters in hand.’
The gates opened outwards, not slowly or tentatively, but with a decisive push from four soldiers that swung them out on their hinges so fast that they bounced back a foot when they met the stone walls. The first thing that Holbrooke noticed was that the soldiers that pushed the gates back were dressed in brown. It was the Austrians that had come out to meet him. That was one less worry. At least it wasn’t the French.
Two officers walked out of the gates and down the jetty towards Holbrooke and Chalmers. One was quickly identified as Major Albach. He was looking solemn, severe even, and he was unarmed except for his short artillery sword. Beside Albach came a much older man, in a similar brown uniform with red facings, brown breeches, high, black boots and a black tricorn hat with gold lacing. The only difference in the uniforms was a spray of gold at his shoulder where the aiguillettes of his rank cascaded in heavy loops. He looked frail, and he leaned on a gold-headed cane as he walked, but the most remarkable thing was his moustache, which extended beyond his cheek-bones and ended in carefully waxed tips that must have been visible from behind his head.
Albach raised his hat and bowed. Holbrooke and Chalmers returned the salute and then made the same courtesy to the older man.
‘Captain Holbrooke, Reverend Chalmers. May I present you to Colonel Reutter of the Imperial Austrian army? Colonel, this is Captain Holbrooke…’
‘Of his Britannic Majesty’s sloop, Kestrel,’ interposed Holbrooke, determined to take back the initiative. ‘At your service, sir,’ he continued in French. Holbrooke knew how his obvious youth could play against him in this kind of situation, and he wasn’t going to allow that to happen.
The colonel bowed again. Perhaps he had little French, although that seemed unlikely to Holbrooke. Probably he was keeping silent until he understood where this conversation was leading. Holbrooke decided to play along with it.
‘Major Albach, it’s a pleasure to meet you again. Perhaps you could translate for the benefit of Colonel Reutter,’ he said briskly. ‘Mister Chalmers, as you know, can help us with any difficulties in the French language.’
Albach looked uncomfortable. Evidently, he’d have preferred the colonel to leave this meeting to him.
‘Colonel,’ Holbrooke addressed the senior of the men facing him. ‘In three hours after this meeting, at thirty minutes past eleven, Commodore Holmes of His Britannic Majesty’s frigate Seahorse will lead his squadron into Emden Road.’ Holbrooke paused while Albach translated, he was almost certain now that the colonel had understood him without the need for Albach to repeat it in German.
‘Before he does so, I must be able to make a report to him regarding your intentions. How long do you intend to stay in the city?’ asked Holbrooke perhaps more bluntly than he intended. It would have been so much easier if they had all understood English.
There was a short exchange of words in German, the colonel’s expression never changing.
‘Colonel Reutter wishes me to say that Her Imperial Majesty’s forces will march out of the city at midday.’ Albach looked as though he’d like to add more, but not with his superior listening.
‘Very well. Then I am authorised to inform you that Commodore Holmes will do nothing to hinder you leaving so long as you take only your own property.’
The colonel nodded imperceptibly to Albach.
‘We will carry our personal arms, our baggage and provisions for the journey, nothing more,’ said Albach.
‘Then let us turn to the matter of salutes,’ said Holbrooke. ‘The commodore finds it inappropriate to salute the Prussian flag as Prussia does not appear to have any effective government of the city.’ He paused, but this time Albach made no pretence of translating. ‘However, as you are the senior representative of a friendly power, sir, and it appears that you are the effective governor of this city until midday, the commodore is prepared to fire a nine-gun salute for your personal honour.’ The colonel was unable to keep the surprise from his face; the ends of his moustache twitched upwards, magnifying the movement of his cheek muscles in proportion to their distance from them.
‘This is on three conditions, sir. The first is that the Imperial flag is flying from that staff,’ Holbrooke motioned towards the flagstaff at the base of the jetty. Albach nodded. ‘The second is that you return the salute gun-for-gun and the third is that Colonel Reutter personally greets the commodore when he steps foot on shore.’
Albach glanced sideways at the colonel, who nodded slightly.
‘It is agreed,’ said Albach. ‘We have one field gun only, so the reply will be slow, I trust you’ll explain that to the commodore so that he doesn’t misapprehend that we are being disrespectful.’
‘Then you will see us again in three hours,’ said Holbrooke, making a low bow to the colonel and to Albach. He waited politely for the colonel to turn away and watched as they walked up the jetty towards the town.
‘How impersonal diplomacy can be,’ said Chalmers. ‘That man is practically a shipmate, and yet we weren’t able to so much as greet him with a smile.’
◆◆◆
 
The two Austrians didn’t speak until they reached the gate, then Holbrooke saw Albach turn to the colonel and speak rapidly, emphasising his point with short movements of his hands. The colonel replied, questioned, then nodded in assent. Albach turned back towards Holbrooke and Chalmers as the colonel continued through the gate without a backward glance.
‘Captain Holbrooke, Mister Chalmers,’ called Albach as he strode rapidly back down the jetty. ‘May I have a few moments of your time before you depart?’
Holbrooke looked at his pocket watch. It was a calculated gesture to emphasise that time was short if the squadron was to be under the walls of Emden in three hours. However, he regretted it as soon as the watch was out of its fob pocket; the colonel’s stiff demeanour, his refusal to speak a common language had affected Holbrooke’s manners, but it was entirely inappropriate considering his past association with the major.
‘I won’t take more than a few minutes, sir,’ said Albach, his friendly approach turning to a cool reserve. ‘The matter is of importance.’
‘My dear Major Albach,’ said Holbrooke smiling now, ‘I apologise if I sounded severe. I will always have time to speak to you.’
Albach smiled in relief. His errand could hardly be accomplished without Holbrooke’s goodwill. ‘First I want to thank you – and of course your commodore – for the generosity of your terms for our evacuation of the city. Colonel Reutter feared they’d be far more onerous.’
It was clear to Holbrooke what Reutter had feared. Holmes could have insisted on a surrender and an evacuation under parole. It wouldn’t have been unreasonable, given that the Austrians were forcibly occupying a city which belonged to Britain’s ally, the King of Prussia. What they didn’t know was that Holmes was under orders to treat the Austrians with consideration, as though they had no part in this war. Furthermore, Holmes’ worst nightmare was that the Austrians would decline to march out, leaving him with the problem of feeding them and arranging their passage to Ostend.
‘I hope the terms of our agreement emphasise the point that Britain and Austria have no argument with each other,’ said Holbrooke. ‘Tell me, Major, we spoke of this before. Do you have the means to march your men two-hundred miles back to the Austrian Netherlands?’
‘Yes, we do,’ Albach replied quickly.
Holbrooke suspected that he wanted to forestall any offer of help from the British navy.
‘We travel light, and that is what I wanted to talk to you about,’ said Albach. ‘I mentioned the single field-gun that we have. It’s a nine-pounder and far too heavy to be carried on the road that we must travel. It would be a severe embarrassment to Colonel Reutter, and to me personally as an artilleryman, if the Prussians should seize that gun. It’s bronze and is engraved with the imperial cypher, clearly identifiable as Austrian. Would you carry it away from Emden?’
This peculiar obsession with their guns that soldiers had, particularly artillerymen. The navy had no such care and would happily jettison any number of weapons if a ship needed lightening to enable it to run faster or to break free from a reef. Holbrooke considered for a moment. Of course, he must agree. He had no idea what the commodore would want to do about the gun, but that wasn’t his concern. When the Austrian’s had left, it was unlikely that anything he could say would influence the gun’s fate. But if he now refused, he feared that it may make the handover of the city less smooth.
‘Of course, we cannot dictate what happens to the gun after that,’ Albach said hastily. He also wanted the handover to proceed without any problems. ‘If it can be returned to the imperial forces at Ostend, so much the better, but I certainly do not insist upon it.’
‘Mister Treganoc could even spend a few days polishing it,’ murmured Chalmers, not quite softly enough for it to escape Albach, who grinned. He remembered the marine lieutenant and his love of field guns.
‘Of course, my dear Major,’ said Holbrooke. ‘As you say, I cannot warrant what will happen to it, but I can state that I’ll do my best to see that it doesn’t stay in Emden.’
‘The gun will be on the jetty then. That will be my last act in this city, to return your salute gun-for-gun, and I shall be honoured to do so.’
There was silence between the three men. They knew that this was the last chance to confer before the formalities of the change of ownership of a city swept them both up.
‘Then on your long journey south, you’ll think of us as we’re battered by the North Sea gales?’ asked Chalmers.
‘Aye, and perhaps you’ll remember me, when I’m eating the hide off the horses, sheltering from the blizzard when the wind comes into the nor’east again. I know where I’d rather be, so raise a glass of hot grog in memory old friends.’
◆◆◆
 




27: Emden Occupied
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Kestrel’s anchor was at short stay when Holbrooke returned after his hasty meeting with the commodore. The sloop was to lead the way into Emden Road through the western approach with Fairview restored to his rightful ship. It appeared that the commodore had more faith in Fairview’s ability to keep the squadron off the mud than he did in his own sailing master’s. Fairview’s navigation of the squadron up the Ems estuary had caused enough friction with the flagship’s sailing master already, and for the sake of peace, it was time that they were parted, each to his own proper ship.
The anchorage had been planned so that Kestrel would lie to the east of the jetty, Seahorse directly off the jetty and Strombolo to the west. The cutter Acrias would patrol the Ems Estuary to give warning of any intruders.
‘Let go!’ shouted Fairview as Kestrel’s bow came abreast the eastern canal that penetrated the city. The impact of Kestrel’s blockade was easy to see as the sloop passed the mouths of the two canals; there were no active vessels berthed alongside, no heaps of food and supplies piled up on the wharves and no local produce waiting to be exported. The docks that only a few years ago had been expanded at huge expense to take the Prussian East India company’s ships lay idle and deserted except for two abandoned pinks, a testament to the efficacy of sea power.
As Kestrel’s anchor touched the ground, Holbrooke stepped down into the gig to be rowed across to the flagship. It was an undignified way for a captain to meet his commodore, but speed was more important than dignity if the commodore was to make his appointment with Colonel Reutter.
Bang! The first gun of the nine-gun salute broke the stillness, and a thousand waterfowl took to the air, screaming their indignation and wheeling around the sky in confusion. Bang! The second ended any doubt and the birds, as though by one accord, veered south and headed for the peace of the Dollart. Holbrooke watched the jetty. He’d already confirmed that the gun was in place and that a crew was standing around it. He could even make out the stout figure of Albach, standing somewhat apart from the gun crew, his tricorn held formally in front of his chest.
The last of Seahorse’s guns roared out. There was a pause; it seemed like minutes, but it was only twenty seconds, and then to Holbrooke’s inexpressible relief, the Austrian gun spoke. Nine times it fired, with an agonising wait of a minute-and-a-half between each report. He could see the crew working feverishly, and he could see Albach with a pocket watch timing the salute, restraining them from firing before the due time. Slow they may have been, but the interval between each gun was precise.
The light nor’westerly wind that had come during the forenoon took control of each ship once its sails were furled and its anchor had taken hold. With the last gun of the Austrian’s salute, Strombolo, the last to anchor, lay back on her cable with her head to the west. The Austrian army and the citizens of Emden looked out upon a long line of guns facing the town at pistol-shot range.
◆◆◆
 
Seahorse’s longboat – rated a commodore’s barge for this occasion – came gently alongside the jetty where Kestrel’s longboat had been only three hours before. The commodore stepped out of his barge, and as he did so – at the same instant, indeed it was no coincidence – Colonel Reutter stepped through the gates of the city onto the jetty, looking even frailer than he had earlier in the day. If the onlookers had expected any kind of high ceremony, they were sadly mistaken. The Austrian colonel had nothing to give to the British commodore to mark the change of ownership. The keys to the town hall were kept by the mayor, the keys to the city gates had been thrown into the sea by the departing French, and there was no document to be signed. Colonel Reutter maintained the fiction that he spoke nothing but German, so the ceremony – what there was of it – consisted only of mutual salutes and wishes of good fortune that may or may not have been understood by the other party.
The formalities concluded, the colonel, surrounded by his meagre staff, painfully mounted his horse and clattered away on the cobblestones to the Upper Gate, at the south-eastern end of the city. There his one thousand, two hundred and twenty men were formed up in good order; skirmishers to the front and flanks, baggage and camp followers to the rear. At midday precisely, the column started moving, taking the southeast road to meet up with the Ems and follow in the footsteps of the retreating French.
◆◆◆
 
‘Well, I count this a success,’ said Commodore Holmes as he, his three captains and Treganoc, now the senior marine officer in the squadron, stood high above the upper gate, surveying the city on one side and the marching Austrians on the other. ‘Now we must create some kind of order in the town, and I suspect that will be the hard part. But I also must get word back to the Admiralty. This will cheer the government and reassure Prince Ferdinand that he’s not alone fighting the French on the continent. I’ve a mind to send you, Holbrooke, what do you say?’
‘Thank you, sir, I would be honoured,’ he replied. It was, indeed, an honour. This was no great victory, not even on the scale of Cape François, but it would come to Anson’s attention and even the King’s. Assuredly it would come to the King’s attention. This action directly impacted on the relief of his possessions in Hanover. Holbrooke realised that it hardly warranted him hoping for promotion, but then again…
‘I could, of course, send Acrias,’ mused Holmes. ‘But I may need a shallow-draught cutter in this damnable estuary. No, you should go, Holbrooke, you’ve spent longer than any of us on this coast, and your sloop still looks too much like a privateer for my liking. Go directly to Portsmouth if you get an easterly wind, otherwise Harwich or the London River. In either case, take yourself off to the Admiralty as soon as you arrive.’
Holbrooke was aware of the attitudes of the others. Taylor needed all the exposure that he could get to move into a ship-of-the-line and away from the commodore’s apron-strings. He’d dearly love to take the news, but of course, Seahorse was the commodore’s only frigate and must stay on station. Smith was too good-natured to show any envy, but he must have been thinking ruefully that it could have been Strombolo taking the news.
‘I’ll have to borrow your marines, of course, as a temporary garrison, and Lieutenant Treganoc, now that I don’t have a marine captain.’
That was only to be expected. The squadron would have its hands full in administering this city until they should be relieved by Ferdinand’s heterogenous Army. But what an opportunity for Pitt, to garrison Emden with British soldiers without having to place them under Ferdinand’s command and without having to significantly compromise his policy of leaving the continental soldiering to his allies.
◆◆◆
 
As they spoke, out to the southeast, the marching Austrians came to an untidy halt. It looked like the head of the column had stopped suddenly, and each of the units behind had reacted with more-or-less alacrity.
‘Does anyone have a glass?’ asked Holmes, looking around him. Treganoc came to the rescue with a compact telescope of the sort that soldiers used in the field. It was poor magnification compared with the naval variety that didn’t generally have to be carried on the person for long, but it was better than nothing. Holmes adjusted the focus, pulling the unfamiliar tube in and out, trying to get used to the amount of friction.
‘Ah, now I see the problem,’ said the commodore. ‘Some clumsy soldier has fallen off his horse, right at the head of the column. Oh! It looks like it could be the colonel. He didn’t look too spry, did he?’
With the naked eye, they could see a huddle of officers around the fallen figure. A small group broke off. Holbrooke was almost sure that one of them was Albach. There was a short pause, no more than five minutes, and then a horseman came cantering back towards the gate.
‘That’s Major Albach,’ said Treganoc.
‘Good God, what now?’ asked the commodore in exasperation. ‘If he thinks that he can turn his men around and come back into the city, he can think again. I’ll bar the gates to him. Mister Treganoc, I want to know that those gates can be closed from the inside; let me know as soon as possible if you please. And meanwhile put a marine guard down there.’
Albach reined in his horse outside the gate just as a flustered marine, bayonet not yet fixed, rushed into place under the arch of the gate. The major at least understood the protocol now that the city was under the command of another nation; marine or no marine, he wasn’t going to pass that gate without permission.
‘May I enter to speak with you,’ he shouted in French, directing his voice to the group on the gate.
Holmes looked from one to another of his captains but found no inspiration there.
‘Oh, very well,’ he said. ‘Holbrooke, you know him best, tell him to leave his horse with the marine, and he may walk into the city. Walk, mark you. I won’t have him riding in here as though he still owns the place!’
Holbrooke hurried down from the gate. Treganoc was already there and was stroking the horse’s head, keeping it calm. It was a beautiful animal, but its winter on short rations showed in the dullness of its coat and the visible outline of its ribs. Would it survive the march south, he wondered?
‘Well, I didn’t expect to see you again so soon, Major Albach,’ said Holbrooke with a welcoming smile. ‘You can leave your horse with Mister Treganoc and follow me if you please.’
The commodore was ostentatiously gazing through Treganoc’s glass and didn’t immediately turn around when Holbrooke and Albach reached the platform. Holbrooke could see Albach stiffen at this less-than-subtle insult. He stood still and waited. After Holmes had made his point, he lowered the glass and turned around, his face a blank mask of unwelcome.
‘Good afternoon Major,’ he said, his face still immobile. ‘I see your column has stopped, what is the reason for this?’
Albach composed himself to mirror the commodore’s posture. His set shoulders and jutting jaw an eloquent testament to his unease in the face of this hostility.
‘I regret to inform you, sir, that Colonel Reutter is unwell. The doctor’s opinion is that he will not survive a march of two hundred miles in this weather. I have returned, sir, to request that the colonel is allowed to remain in Emden until he is well enough to continue his journey.’
Holmes had evidently been expecting a request of this sort, and equally clearly had already decided what his answer would be. Nevertheless, he kept the major waiting for a full thirty seconds before replying.
‘Common humanity dictates that I must, reluctantly, agree with your request. Colonel Reutter may return and of course, whatever personal servants he needs. But no staff officers. It must be the colonel and no more than two servants. Is that quite understood, Major?’
The commodore’s tone was softening now that he’d asserted his right to control this new situation. It was an inconvenience, but no more than that, and an invalid colonel would hardly be much of an imposition. However, the commodore had been thinking one step ahead of everyone else.
‘I understand that the colonel is not fit to travel by road, but in your opinion, Major, would he be fit to travel to Ostend by sea?’
Major Albach’s face momentarily showed his surprise before he composed himself again.
‘I believe he would, sir. It’s only a matter of a few days if the wind is fair, but of course, you would know that better than I.’
‘It is, and if he’s fit for a short sea passage, then I intend sending him away as soon as possible, perhaps tomorrow if all goes well.’
‘Then on behalf of Colonel Reutter, you have my gratitude, sir. If you will permit me, I’ll send him back immediately. He will be accompanied by a doctor and a soldier, and they won’t be armed. I must start the column moving again.’
 ‘Then farewell, Major Albach, and once again I wish you a safe journey. You won’t take it amiss if I hope we won’t meet again very soon. Mister Holbrooke will escort you to the gate.’ The slight stress on the word escort emphasised the fact that this was no longer the Austrian’s city. It was now under the protection of King George, and foreign soldiers were present only under sufferance.
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke could have forecast what would come next, but the commodore had some surprises up his sleeve still.
‘Now, about this damned gun of yours, Holbrooke.’
Holbrooke sighed. He should have known that it would be his gun as soon as it became a problem. Holmes’ orders regarding his dealings with the Austrians had been very firm, and they were to be given no offence. Holmes must know very well that if he took the gun back to England, it would be stored in some arsenal and quickly forgotten. When it again became a problem – when the Austrians asked its whereabouts, and it couldn’t be found – it would be Commodore Holmes’ gun again.
‘I think, in all fairness, that you should carry it to Ostend, Captain Holbrooke. They’ll let you sail into there without firing on you, and you can give them news of the garrison.’
Holbrooke cursed himself. Of course, that was the only reason that he’d been given permission to go to Portsmouth – wind permitting – rather than to Harwich or the London river. It could be argued – just – that Ostend was on the way to Portsmouth. Commodore Holmes had neatly wrapped up his responsibility for the Austrian gun along with his need to inform the Admiralty of his victory.
‘And, of course, you can convey Colonel Reutter home at the same time.’
◆◆◆
 




28: Ostend
Thursday, Twenty-Third of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Ostend South 5 leagues.
 
There was no doubt that the sea air was doing Colonel Reutter a power of good. For some unfathomable reason, Kestrel’s people had taken the aged Austrian to their hearts; perhaps it was the outrageous moustache. He was ensconced in an armchair – knocked up in a few hours by the carpenter – lashed to a pair of ringbolts on the quarterdeck, with a weather-cloth set up in the mizzen shrouds to protect him from the spray. Serviteur had quickly discovered that there had been no coffee in Emden since the autumn, and now he brought cup after cup of the revitalising liquid to the quarterdeck. My coffee, Holbrooke thought ruefully. The colonel was perhaps the most cossetted person that Kestrel’s decks had ever seen. That kindly old gentleman, he was known as.
However, the wind had not been fair. It had blown steadily from the southwest, and after she’d passed the Texel, Kestrel had been obliged to stand far out to the west into the North Sea – almost to the Norfolk coast – before making her board to the south-southeast. That’s why noon on the third day since she left Emden found her still five leagues to the north of Ostend with the wind and tide against her. Holbrooke had decided to wait until the Friday morning before making his entry, rather than risk an arrival in the gathering dark. He’d need a pilot in any case, and few pilots that he knew would gladly come out after the sun had set.
◆◆◆
 
‘It’s a fine spring morning,’ said Chalmers. ‘Don’t you find this breeze refreshing, Colonel?’ The Austrian had long ago stopped pretending that he spoke no French.
‘I do, sir, I do,’ he replied, looking around him. ‘I wonder, would there be any more of that coffee, do you think?’
His words were heard by Edney, the midshipman on watch, who exchanged a confirming glance with Fairview then sprinted below to find Serviteur.
‘Would it be impertinent if I asked you how the Empress views the role of Britain in this war? I ask because we appear to be in the unusual position of being friends but allied to others who are firmly at war with each other and to ourselves. It must surely exercise the full diplomatic talents of our respective governments.’
‘I regret that I can only speak for the situation as it stood some months ago,’ the colonel replied. He’d become fast friends with Chalmers, sharing conversation and coffee throughout the two days since they sailed. ‘But you are correct, it’s a puzzle. The Empress values her relationship with Britain but is dismayed that your government appears unconcerned at the Prussian threat to our lands in the east, Silesia for example.’
Chalmers thought for a moment. ‘My best understanding is that His Majesty also wants good relations with Austria but is concerned that the Empress appears to have abandoned our old alliance in favour of the French.’
‘Perhaps, but only the French can offer Austria any help with the Prussian threat. It is the reality of international relations, dear sir, stripped of all the human goodwill and reduced to a calculation of where one’s best interests lie. Real Politics, I believe it is being called by our diplomats.’
The coffee arrived, carried by Serviteur on the gunroom’s disreputable silver tray. The colonel took a cup gratefully and brought it to his lips.
◆◆◆
 
‘Sail ho! Sail on the starboard bow!’ shouted Shepherd from the crosstrees of the mainmast.
‘Up to the masthead with the glass, young Edney, and let me know what you see,’ said Fairview. ‘Serviteur, you’d oblige me by acquainting the captain that a sail is in sight on the starboard bow, to the south.’
But Holbrooke had heard the hail from his cabin, where he was poring over the Navy Board returns of bosun’s stores with Jackson. He and the bosun both left Pritchard to secure the books and without even a pang of guilt fled the dull task for the more tangible problems of a vessel in sight off the coast of the Austrian Netherlands.
‘Ship-rigged, sir. She’s bearing away and setting her stuns’ls. Looks like she’s running down to take a look at us,’ called Edney.
‘Twelve leagues from Dunkirk and sporting stuns’ls, altering course towards us, bold as brass. She’s a French privateer, for sure,’ said Fairview.
‘Well, with this wind we’ll know for sure in fifteen minutes,’ Holbrooke replied.
The word had spread below, and the deck was filling with people. If they hadn’t already known the significance of the master’s identification of the sail, they knew by now. The gunner was already checking his guns and that brought the quarter-gunners and gun captains up, all surreptitiously easing the lashings that kept the four-pounders in place against the gunwales. A red coat caught Holbrooke’s eye; that would be the marine sergeant moving his drummer into place.
‘Excuse me, sir, I just want to check aloft,’ said Jackson, which Holbrooke took to mean that he was going to confirm that the boarding nets, the chains for the lower yards and the puddening were all in place.
‘Deck there. Shepherd’s almost certain that it’s the same privateer we saw off the Schelling in January. Black hull with a white stripe and red fancy-work fore and aft.’
‘Now that’s what I call handsome,’ said Lynton, rubbing his hands. ‘His conscience has smitten him for disappointing us.’
‘Beat to quarters, Mister Lynton. Clear the sloop for action.’
The drum roll stirred those very few souls that hadn’t yet realised that there was a fight in prospect. Bulkheads were knocked down, canvas partitions removed, boarding nets rigged, guns cast loose from their sea-lashings and men ran purposefully in all directions.
‘Sir,’ it was Chalmers trying to attract Holbrooke’s attention. ‘Sir, Colonel Reutter is asking that he be permitted to stay on deck.’
Holbrooke thought for a very moment. The colonel was a passenger and a senior officer of another nation. If he were killed or wounded, it would be an awkward arrival in Ostend. On the other hand, he was a fighting man – a little past his prime perhaps – but he had a moral right to be on deck if they were about to go into action.
‘Ensure that the colonel understands that we are about to engage a French privateer; a Frenchman, make it plain, an ally of Austria. If he still wishes to remain on deck, then he may.’ Holbrooke had no time for the laborious process of translating his words into French and was grateful that Chalmers would do it for him.
‘Is all in order, Mister Lynton? Good, then haul your wind, Mister Fairview. Let’s get inshore of him in case he changes his mind and runs for Dunkirk.’
‘The ensign, sir?’ asked Lynton.
‘No, not yet. I just have the feeling that he may be mistaking us for someone else. Let’s see if he’ll commit himself before we show our colours.’
◆◆◆
 
The two ships converged fast. Soon the privateer was visible from the deck of Kestrel, that same lean, black hull with the stripe. She looked deadly, probably more so than Kestrel, and she was likely to be similarly armed. It would be a tough fight if the Frenchman could be drawn to commit himself.
‘She’s hauling her wind, sir,’ said Fairview. ‘She must have recognised us. Look how quickly she’s handing her stuns’ls! It’s a joy to watch.’
Sure enough, the privateer had brought the wind close onto her starboard bow and was heading south. She’d need to put a tack in to make Dunkirk, but unless she carried away something vital, like a tops’l yard, she’d be safe by dark. There was no doubt that she could show Kestrel a clean pair of heels.
Holbrooke could feel all the eyes on the quarterdeck watching him. He knew that the chances of catching the privateer before he made Dunkirk were slim in the extreme. On the other hand, the mathematics of the chase always favoured the hunter. Holbrooke could make as many errors as he liked and until the privateer was safe behind the batteries of Dunkirk, he still had another chance. The chase, on the other hand, could hardly afford a single error. There was a myriad of things that could go wrong at sea, that could hold up a vessel for ten critical minutes. This privateer couldn’t afford to make just one error, because if he did, Kestrel would be upon him.
‘We’ll chase, Mister Fairview, right to the very walls of Dunkirk. Put your best men on the wheel, pinch every yard you can and let’s see how well Kestrel will fly!’
There was a general cheer from the men on deck. Holbrooke knew then that he’d made the right decision. There was plenty of time to make Ostend by the morning after they’d chased this Frenchman into Dunkirk.
◆◆◆
 
The south-westerly wind, a tops’l breeze, bore evenly upon the two ships. They were of equal size and similar rig, but the privateer had the advantage of finer lines and a deeper keel. Her hull cleaved the waves more cleanly, and she had a tighter grip on the water, so she was a little faster than Kestrel and made a little less leeway. At first, the difference wasn’t apparent, but soon the evidence of the master’s octant was backed up by casual observation from the deck.
‘She’s luffing us, and she’s faster,’ said Fairview, lowering his octant.
‘I’m sure you’re right, Master,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘Nevertheless, we’ll stay on her tail and see her home. It’s good to be pushing the sloop after all those weeks in the estuary.’
It was good. Holbrooke could see the high spirits of the men on deck. Nobody had yet gone below, and all hands watched every sheet and bowline, taking another few inches in whenever it looked as though a rope had stretched, or a spar had eased. There’d been no opportunity for a real sailing match in this commission, with a good steady breeze and without mountainous waves pummeling them.
On and on they sped, the hunter clinging to the heels of the hunted, praying for a lost spar, a sprung mast or a broken rudder pintle. All they needed was ten minutes, and the privateer would have no option but to fight. At four bells in the afternoon, the privateer tacked and stood away from the coast. It was the only tack that would be needed, half a glass with the wind on her larboard side and she could tack again and make Dunkirk.
‘How far in can we stand, Master?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘Well, we probably draw two feet less than her, but it shallows fast here. We’ll have to come about in five minutes anyway, so we should do so now, sir.’
‘But the tide will be less in the shallower water, won’t it?’
‘Aye, it will, sir,’ replied Fairview looking pointedly ahead. He thought there was little advantage in risking the shallows to the north of Dunkirk.
Holbrooke didn’t reply for a full minute, while Kestrel ploughed on to the south. He looked up at the clouds scudding away to the nor’east, he looked over at the green water speeding by, and he felt the wind on his cheek.
‘You’re right, Mister Fairview. Put the sloop about. We may have gained a few yards by standing on, but the wind’s not going to veer.’
Just after eight bells in the afternoon, the privateer came about again this time with the clear intention of making Dunkirk on this tack. The tide had slackened, but the wind was still firmly in the southwest.
‘Follow her around, Mister Fairview. There’s just a chance that she’s tacked too late.’
There was no land in sight to the south, and if the Dunkirker had stayed too long on the larboard tack, she’d have to ease off to reach home, and then Kestrel would have an advantage. It almost certainly wouldn’t be enough, but that and a little luck…
But it wasn’t to be. As the light faded in the west, the privateer reduced her sail and glided expertly into the deep canal that led to the fortified port of Dunkirk. There was no chasing her into there; the canal was guarded by four new batteries with at least forty guns between them, and the city itself bristled with guns. The eastern approaches to the canal were further guarded by chevaux de frise – a row of spikes that would rip the bottom out of any ship – that stretched out to sea over the foreshore. The western approaches were protected by a further canal, more like a deep moat. Nothing short of a full-scale siege could interrupt the business of Dunkirk.
‘Give her a gun, Mister Lynton, just to speed her on her way.’
They were well out of range, but a gun would emphasise the point. On this occasion, the privateer was the hunted, not the hunter.
‘Reduce sail, mister Fairview, and take us out to sea. I want to be off Ostend at first light. I assume you know where to pick up a pilot?’
Holbrooke looked around the deck; there was no sense of disappointment, the people seemed pleased with their day’s work. The chase would be told and re-told over the mess tables in future commissions, gaining drama with the passage of time. Ten years from now, in some ship whose timbers still stood as tall oaks in the New Forest, the events would have suffered a sea-change into something truly heroic. Well, if that’s what it took to hone a fighting machine, so be it, thought Holbrooke.
‘Three cheers for the captain,’ shouted someone of even greater enthusiasm than the rest, and the cheers were so loud that they woke the sleeping colonel, who had completely missed the last two hours. He woke to find himself immobile in the chair, smothered in blankets by well-meaning souls to keep out the chill.
◆◆◆
 
Lynton came back in the yawl, bringing a pilot and the governor of Ostend’s polite invitation to berth at the town quay. It was necessary to go right into the town, not for the sake of the colonel – whose health had recovered remarkably and could easily stand a boat trip – but to disembark the nine-pound field gun. It was entirely possible to sling the nine-pounder underneath the longboat, the navy often did so with guns of that size, but it still left the massive gun-carriage to be transported, and it left them at the mercy of whatever facilities Ostend had for shifting such heavy weights. Holbrooke could envisage all sorts of delays while the appropriate experts were sought, and the right cranes were rigged. Far better to bring the sloop alongside at the top of the tide and sway the carriage ashore on the main yard, followed by the gun to be dropped neatly into its trunnion housings.
By midday it was complete, but although Holbrooke was eager to be off, the governor and his old friend Colonel Reutter had other ideas, and it would have created a diplomatic incident if Holbrooke and Chalmers hadn’t accepted the invitation to dinner.
Kestrel sailed with the last of the light, a weak ebb tide and a slight wind that had backed right around into the east. The cheer for Colonel Reutter was both loud and heartfelt, and they left Ostend with the sense of a job well done. The pilot, who had spent most of the short voyage deep in discussion with Fairview, was dropped into his boat as the leadsman sounded twenty fathoms. Freed from the shore, from field guns, Austrian colonels and pilots, Kestrel spread her wings and shaped a course west-southwest towards Portsmouth.
◆◆◆
 
‘Do you fancy another go at that privateer, sir?’ asked Fairview after he’d waved goodbye to the pilot.
‘Of course, Mister Fairview, but what do you mean by that?’
‘Well, the pilot knows everything that happens along this coast. I told him about our encounter and it's his opinion that the Black Corsair – apparently that’s what she’s known as – will be at sea again tonight; he’ll wait until it’s full dark to hide his departure. If he was chased into Dunkirk yesterday evening, he’d have been equally chased back to sea again by his investors. Now, the tide won’t serve at Dunkirk for a few hours yet, and as he’s heading up the East Coast, we could meet early in the morning if we just shape our course a wee bit north.’
‘Can we be sure that he’s heading north?’ asked Holbrooke, surprised by this gifted information.
‘The pilot was certain on that point, sir. The channel gropers have all but cut off the western route and all our trade heading down the channel is in convoys now. He’s been ordered to pick up some of the colliers coming down from Newcastle way, and if that’s a no-go then to head for the Skaw and take up any stragglers from the Baltic convoys; they tend to get separated from their escorts when they come around the point there.’
Holbrooke stood dead still. He dearly wanted that privateer. Apart from the plain fact that it was his duty to annoy the enemy and setting aside the prize money and head money, he knew that his achievements at Emden weren’t enough to make that magical step to post-captain. The capture of a privateer alone wouldn’t sway their Lordships, but if Commodore Holmes particularly mentioned him, it could just be enough to tip the balance.
‘What course then, Mister Fairview?’
‘Nor’west-by-west, sir, and if we snug down to our courses overnight, we should be there or thereabouts at dawn.’
‘And why did the pilot tell you all this, what was in it for him?’ Holbrooke asked.
‘A reasonable question, sir, and one that I asked him myself. It seems that he just hates the French. He’s not too keen on the Austrians either. He’s Flemish, and his family have suffered for generations being the neighbours to such a pretentious nation. He’s a little bashful and didn’t feel it right to speak to the captain of a King’s ship, but he felt a professional kinship with me, so to say.’
‘Then make it so, Mister Fairview, make it so. But let’s keep this intelligence between ourselves for now.’
Some chance, thought Fairview. A hundred pairs of eyes had seen him deep in conversation with the pilot, and the same eyes had seen him talking to the captain, quiet like, and then order the course alteration and the reduced sail. A most unusual course of action when they were under orders to deliver dispatches. Kestrel’s people weren’t fools.
◆◆◆
 
Four bells sounded, the midpoint of the first watch. Kestrel had the easterly wind two points on her starboard quarter which was her best point of sailing, and normally she’d be running at ten or eleven knots. However, under her mainsail and jib, she was making no more than three knots, and the moderate swell was running fast beneath her keel. No lights were showing on deck, and below only a few dim lanterns showed where the ladders plunged down into the lower regions.
‘Then if we’re carrying dispatches,’ asked Chalmers, ‘why are you making this excursion into the Southern North Sea just to chase a privateer? I had understood that dispatches always come first. Certainly that’s the reason that you gave for leaving that convoy alone back in December.’
They were sharing a glass of wine and a light supper by the dim illumination of a battle-lantern. Serviteur had rigged the deadlights, but there was always a chance that they weren’t completely effective, and as Kestrel could already be close to the privateer, the battle-lantern was the best light that they could afford to use.
‘I wonder about that myself, David,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘The first thing to point out is that we’re not formally carrying dispatches, not in the sense that we’re forbidden to deviate from the fastest route. The commodore couldn’t place that restriction on us, not at the same time as he ordered us to stop off in Ostend and then make for Portsmouth rather than Harwich. If Kestrel was really constrained in that way, then we’d have been anchored at the King’s Yard yesterday, and the dispatches would have been delivered to the Admiralty by now. Holmes knew what he was doing. He’s in no hurry to be relieved of his duties at Emden. After all, he’s the governor of the city until someone else is appointed and hopes to gain credit for handing it over in good order. He’ll use the loss of his other frigate as an excuse for the tardiness of the dispatches.’
‘Ah, then we’ve all the time in the world. This is, in effect, a cruise, is it not?’ asked Chalmers.
‘Well, not exactly. Today’s Friday. Unless I’m badly misunderstanding the unwritten part of my orders, I have until Monday to make it to Portsmouth. Nobody will thank a mere sloop commander for arriving on a Sunday and disturbing the dockyard on a day of rest. Now, Fairview tells me that this easterly wind will be with us for another three days at least, and he hasn’t been wrong yet in his weather forecasting. We could easily make Portsmouth in twenty-four hours from here, so I have a day in hand.’
‘So, you see it as your duty to chase this privateer? It comes under the general injunction to annoy the enemy, does it not?’
‘That’s correct. But more than that, I need to do something significant with my time in Kestrel. We’ll probably be in dockyard hands for a couple of months once we’re in Portsmouth. I can’t imagine that we’ll be allowed to sea again without the capstan, the gaff, the wheel and the new magazine; the master attendant won’t be denied for much longer.’
‘Then Emden will count for nothing? Surely that was a significant achievement in causing the surrender of a whole city.’
‘It is, but it’s Holmes’ achievement, not mine. Oh, I’m sure he’ll give me some credit, but it’ll pass unnoticed.’
Holbrooke stared at the lantern, marshalling his thoughts.
‘You know, command of a sloop is very much a trial promotion. Most commanders only spend a year in command, then they’re either posted or put ashore. A few spend longer, but only if the Admiralty needs more evidence of their fitness to command. Now, most sloops are sailing under Admiralty orders, for the simple reason that their Lordships can keep a close eye on them. However, my greatest achievement will be reported upon by Commodore Holmes, and my name may not even be mentioned. If I can take this Dunkirker, this Black Corsair, as she seems to be known – why, oh why, do sailors have to create a mythology around their enemies, why these portentous names? – then my report can go directly to the Admiralty along with Holmes’ dispatches. I can’t afford to waste these months in command of Kestrel; I may never get another chance. And, of course, it’s my duty to annoy the enemy,’ he smiled.
‘Then I’ll drink to the annoyance our Black Corsair,’ said Chalmers, ‘and pray that we may not pay too high a price in the taking.’
◆◆◆
 




29: The Dunkirker
Friday, Twenty-Fourth of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Sea. Deal West-Southwest Twelve Leagues.
 
The watch on deck knew very well that something was afoot, and the upper masts were peopled by an unusual number of lookouts, all straining their eyes into the pre-dawn blackness to be the first to see their quarry. The bells were silenced now and replaced by a discreet cough and a jerk of the head by the quartermaster. The change of the watch was accomplished with only whispers. The scrape of the hobnail boots of the marine as he shifted his stance was the loudest noise on the quarterdeck.
‘West-nor’west under main and jib,’ said Fairview. ‘The mizzen’s furled, and she’s steering well as she is. Wind’s steady from the east and likely to remain so.’
Lynton grimaced in the darkness. It was impossible to have a conversation with the sailing master without hearing his views on the weather.
‘Sunrise at five-fifty,’ Fairview continued, and in an even lower voice, ‘There’s no telling where we’ll see the privateer, if we see him at all, but my best bet would be the larboard quarter at about sunrise or a little before.’
Lynton looked astern. It was too early for any sign of horizon, but the stars which were clear and bright in the west were fading in the east. Half an hour, he estimated, then he’d have a chance of seeing a sail.
‘Very well, I have the ship,’ said Lynton. ‘Mister Varley, I want a lookout at the main and the mizzen, each to report to me before he takes his turn.’
Varley removed his hat. ‘Aye-aye sir,’ he replied. ‘I’ll bring the first two right away.’
Lynton walked nervously up and down the quarterdeck; this atmosphere of secrecy had infected him. As far as he was aware, only the captain, the master and himself knew about this pursuit of the French privateer. However, he noticed that the gunner was on deck, checking the main batteries. Before the first glass had run through, Matross was joined by the quarter gunners, then the gun captains. Men who had no need to be on deck in the early part of the morning watch were gathering at their stations, even the idlers, those who kept no watch, started to appear. Evidently, Kestrel’s pursuit was no secret after all. As the duty marine turned the glass, Holbrooke appeared on deck, fully dressed and looking keenly about him.
‘Have the men gone to quarters already?’ he asked. ‘I didn’t hear the drum.’ This was taken to be the captain’s jest, and the quartermaster and the steersmen and anyone in sight jerked their shoulders up and down in a parody of silent laughter.
Holbrooke took up his telescope and started methodically sweeping the horizon, starting astern and working up the larboard side.
‘The sky’s lightening astern, sir, but there’s nothing in sight,’ said Lynton. ‘There’s a lookout at the fore and main, and they’ve been briefed to keep a particularly careful watch.’
Holbrooke lowered his telescope, wiped his eye and replaced it.
‘You’ll be discounting the sail on our larboard quarter then, Mister Lynton,’ he said in a conversational tone.
Lynton looked shocked. He grabbed his own telescope and looked in the direction that his captain was indicating. Then he turned and removed his hat.
‘Sir,’ he said formally, ‘Sail on the larboard quarter, about three miles. Do I have your permission to beat to quarters?’
‘Beat to quarters, Mister Lynton. Clear for action.’
The drum commenced its stirring tattoo almost before the words had left Holbrook’s lips. After all, the drummer was close enough to hear every word that was said, having been roused out of his hammock by the sergeant at the turn of the watch.
Both Holbrooke and Lynton had a moment to wonder by what strange alchemy a captain was able to see things when he first came on deck that the entire watch had missed. It happened too often to be coincidence, and it was common to all captains, whether they were good, bad or indifferent. Perhaps the watch on deck became too accustomed to seeing nothing and consequently continued to see nothing even when a sail peeked over the horizon. Maybe it was the captain who, with the greater weight of responsibility on his shoulders, observed more keenly. Both men independently resolved to ask Chalmers, who had become the fount of all unconventional wisdom.
◆◆◆
 
‘He’s heading north under all plain sail, and it looks like he hasn’t seen us yet,’ said Fairview, who had appeared as if by magic before the first roll of the drum. It looked as though the master hadn’t turned in since being relieved of the watch half an hour before.
There was an unnatural hush about the ship as the clearing for action was carried out in near silence. It was foolish, of course; the enemy couldn’t possibly hear them at three miles, yet only the officers on the quarterdeck spoke in anything like normal tones.
‘What will he do, Mister Fairview?’ asked Holbrooke, still studying the faint outline of the ship through his telescope. A decision was urgent because with this cloudless sky the horizon was growing lighter by the second and at any moment a lookout in the privateer would see Kestrel. Holbrooke was confident that he was looking at the Dunkirker. In this patch of water, only vessels heading from the channel to ports to the east of the Texel would be found, and there would be precious few of them with a war raging in that region. For the same reason, the privateer was quite probably not keeping a proper lookout; what was the point when no decent merchantman had any business here?
‘Well, he’ll take a long, hard look at us first. We hardly look like a King’s ship under this rig. When he’s smoked us, he’ll come onto the wind, as hard as he can and beat up to the nor’east.’
‘He won’t turn back then,’ asked Holbrooke. ‘He could make Dunkirk on a close reach.’
‘Not him! According to the pilot, he’s under a lot of pressure, and if he’s chased back to port for a second time in a week, the owners will be looking for a new master. No, he’ll be hell-bent on making his way north, and he’ll rely on his speed to lose us. He may even know by now where we’re bound. A message could have reached him from Ostend before he sailed; there’s a good road to Dunkirk and it’s less than thirty miles. In that case, he’ll hope to run down our clock so that we’re forced to abandon the chase.’
‘And that could very well be the case, Mister Fairview,’ said Holbrooke, studying the chase through his telescope. ‘We’ll come about and beat up to him.’
‘May I suggest that we veer, sir? With this rig, she’ll veer much better than she’ll stay.’
‘Very well, make it so, Mister Fairview. Once you’re steady on course, make all sail; we must be seen soon in any case.’
◆◆◆
 
The pressure of the jib for’rard and the absence of a balancing mizzen brought Kestrel’s stern quickly through the wind. As she settled on her new course, with the chase fine on her larboard bow, her full suit of fair-weather sails began to appear at the yards. The brails of the mizzen were cast loose, the tops’ls were shaken free from their gaskets and then the staysails were run out. The yards had already been chained by the bosun, and he was rigging the splinter nets.
‘Have the boarding nets ready but not rigged, Mister Jackson,’ Holbrooke said. Jackson knew that his place at this point in action was on the quarterdeck where his captain could easily speak to him. His mates could leap around the tops encouraging the men; he’d learned that he must stand back and see the whole picture, much though his instincts called him upwards.
‘He’s seen us, sir,’ said Fairview. ‘He’s coming about. Ha! We’ve caught him out there, look at the hash he’s making of it. He only just saved himself from being caught in irons. Now he’s round and heading nor’east. May I come up, sir? If we put the wind fine on larboard bow, he’ll still cross ahead of us, but we may be able to get a few shots in.’
Holbrooke nodded distractedly. He was carefully studying the privateer, looking for anything that would help him. Privately, he thought Fairview’s assessment of the enemy’s likely movements was dead right. The chase would cross his bow at something between a mile and half a mile and then his superior speed would allow him to edge around to the west and resume his planned course to the east coast of England. That would leave Holbrooke with a difficult decision: should he continue to chase with the probability of losing sight before nightfall, or should he obey his orders and head for the straits and home? Fairview was undoubtedly right when he suggested that the privateer knew the constraints on his action.
‘Mister Fairview. Adjust our course to cross his stern as close as possible. I’ll leave it to you. You may make any sail you need to achieve it.’
Almost before he’d finished speaking, Jackson was shouting at his mates, ordering the studding-sails to be made ready; if Fairview came off the wind a little, then he’d probably call for them.
‘Pass the word for the gunner,’ said Holbrooke to Varley.
The gunner’s quarters were in the magazine, supervising the making up of cartridges and passing them up to the guns. In one sense it was a waste of his talents; he knew the weapons better than anyone else in the ship and could point them to better effect. However, the safety around the magazine was so important that the regulations allowed no leeway when they were in action; the gunner must be in the magazine. Still, this could hardly be called action, not yet.
‘Mister Matross. We’ve but one chance to slow down that privateer as we cross his stern, then he’ll walk away from us. I can continue the chase for the rest of the day in the hope that something comes up, but at sunset, I’ll have to abandon it.’
The gunner looked grave. He pulled at his whiskers and opened his mouth as though to argue with his captain, but then closed it. The whole company of Kestrel wanted to close with this Black Corsair; they didn’t want to hear about abandoning the chase.
‘What range do you estimate we’ll have when we cross his stern, Mister Fairview?’ Holbrooke called over his shoulder, without taking his eyes off the gunner.
‘The stuns’ls will be drawing momentarily, sir. He’ll still have the legs of us, but I think I can squeeze it to a hair over half a mile.’
‘Then that’s your task, Mister Matross. You’ll have maybe five minutes before she’s a mile away, ten before she’s right out of range. We must slow her or stop her. We’re in your hands now; how will you do it?’
Matross thought for a moment, still pulling at his whiskers.
‘Not broadsides, sir, the lads aren’t trained for this fine work. If you can hold the old sloop in range so that every gun can see the target, me and Mister Jackson will point each one ourselves.’
‘When do you want to start firing?’ asked Holbrooke.
Matross looked at the wind, a good breeze from the east still. ‘At a mile, sir. I’ll aim for the stern and hope to hit the rudder head. There’s nowt worth shooting at in her rigging, nowt that’ll slow her down enough.’
‘Very well, Mister Matross, carry on.’
◆◆◆
 
It was growing lighter although the sun had not yet peeped over the horizon. The details of the chase could now be seen, and the human forms on Kestrel’s deck were becoming clearer. Holbrooke guessed that by the time they were at their closest point, there’d be enough light to give Matross the best possible chance of making a critical hit.
‘What’s afoot?’ asked Chalmers from his privileged position on the quarterdeck. He could see that Holbrooke had delegated all the tasks to the ship’s officers and now he was free to watch and calculate.
‘Good morning, David,’ Holbrooke replied, walking to the taffrail where they could talk in near-privacy. It was a measure of his distraction that he used his friend’s Christian name on deck; such informality was usually reserved for the cabin. ‘I’m afraid this morning may be a disappointment. We’ll have perhaps ten minutes of banging away and then unless the gunner is very lucky or more accurate than I imagine, the privateer will be out of range.’
‘Oh,’ replied Chalmers looking nonplussed. ‘The talk below is all about prize money and head money. How this fellow from Dunkirk will be ours before breakfast.’
‘Well, I’m afraid they’re likely to be disappointed, but we’ll play this out to the end. If Matross can’t slow him down, then we’ll follow him all through the day; at least he’ll make no captures with us on his tail. But he’ll certainly lose us tonight, and then I must be away for Portsmouth. The one hope I have is that this fellow has problems not unlike mine. If he was free to choose, I suspect he’d have turned back for Dunkirk when he saw us. That would have been the prudent choice, but where I have commodores and admirals on my back, he has owners and investors. He can’t return to port and hope to keep his job. Just like me, he’ll be on the beach if he fails, and that, I hope, will be his undoing.’
‘You know how much faith the people have in you, don’t you?’ asked Chalmers, studying his friend carefully.
‘They can have all the faith in the world, but it’s now in the hands of the master gunner. I’ve never seen him at target practice; let’s see how he does.’
◆◆◆
 
The batteries were a scene of frenetic activity. Matross had ordered all the charges drawn from the guns, and his mates were lovingly carrying up new cartridges filled with the very best power that the sloop owned, personally prepared by the gunner and stored in the driest, warmest part of the magazine against just such a need. Lynton was inspecting every gun of the larboard battery, checking that the shot were as near spherical as they could be and watching as each gun was run in and out, to see that the trucks were rolling free.
Holbrooke watched as Fairview played his part in the plan. He was a man in perpetual motion, moving rapidly, almost frenziedly, from the binnacle to the weather shrouds, his telescope and octant following him in the hands of Midshipman Edney. But there was a pattern to the master’s movements, and Holbrooke could see that Edney was anticipating his needs. He took a bearing of the privateer from the binnacle, called the result to Edney who chalked it up on a slate, then skipped over to the shrouds where he took a vertical octant angle, again calling the result to Edney, then he took a long look at the chase, followed by a critical survey of Kestrel’s sails. The quartermaster could be seen nervously watching his luffs and muttering to the steersman.
‘I’ll be ready to start firing in two minutes, sir,’ Matross reported. ‘The guns will all bear then, although it’ll be long range. The best chance of a hit will be in five minutes.’
‘Very well, carry on,’ said Holbrooke, affecting a pose of unconcern that fooled nobody.
Watching Matross at work was instructive. Unlike the master who was filled with nervous energy, the gunner was a slow, methodical man who just wouldn’t be rushed. He’d managed to transmit that sense of calm to the gun crews, who were all standing by their guns as though ready to be inspected.
Matross was squatting behind number two gun, the furthest for’rard on the larboard side, and Jackson was behind number four gun, the next in line. The gun captains were supervising the men with the handspikes, training the guns as far for’rard as they’d go, while Matross and Jackson adjusted the quoins for elevation.
‘Wait until I call my fall of shot, Jacko,’ said Matross. He wanted no confusion between one shot and another when he adjusted his training and elevation. It would be an interesting problem because they’d have a different gun each time.
◆◆◆
 
Bang! Number two gun fired, and although he was waiting for it, Holbrooke jumped. He hadn’t realised how nervous he was.
Matross stared over the gunwale.
‘Short and to the left,’ called Fairview. Matross looked irritated, and Holbrooke motioned for the master to leave it to the gunner. On this bright day, with the sun just rising and no significant sea, he could easily see the results of his own shooting, and this was no time for a parliament.
‘A hundred yards short and fifty left,’ muttered Matross as he moved to number six gun. ‘Knock that quoin right out,’ he ordered to the gun captain.
The crew of number two gun were sponging out the barrel almost before the fall of shot was seen.
Bang! That was Jackson’s number four gun.
‘Fifty short, but good for line,’ said Jackson. That was good shooting.
‘Too far right,’ muttered Fairview to himself, to the evident annoyance of the quartermaster, who scowled at him.
Bang! Number six gun.
‘That pitched right up to him,’ said Lynton, ‘just a few yards left.’ Holbrooke realised that it would be tyrannical to try to stop his officers commenting on the gunnery. This was the best, most interesting show they’d seen in many a month.
Holbrooke no longer noticed the sound of the guns firing. The conditions were almost perfect for Matross and Jackson, with the steady breeze blowing the smoke back over the sloop and away to leeward. They had an uninterrupted view of the chase.
Number eight gun pitched short and to the right. The gun captain on number two gun raised his hand – Gun Ready – as Matross made his leisurely way back from firing number six.
Each gun had fired two rounds before Fairview, still leaping between the binnacle and the weather mizzen shrouds, raised his hat and reported formally. ‘That’s our closest point of approach sir. Just about half a mile. The range will start opening now. If we weren’t firing, we should tack and follow in her wake.’
‘Thank you, Mister Fairview, keep her full and by.’
Holbrooke knew that he had perhaps three shots with each gun before the privateer moved out of range. There was no point in telling Matross and Jackson, they knew it as well as he did, and it would only interrupt their flow.
‘A hit, sir, a hit on her stern, reported Matross after number six gun had fired for the third time. Holbrooke could see for himself; he’d watched each shot through his telescope. This one had hit high on the privateer’s stern, but too far too larboard to damage the rudder head or the tiller.
‘Well done, Mister Matross, keep at it.’
Jackson’s shot threw up a plume of water right under the privateer’s stern. That was good shooting. His two warrant officers were getting used to the guns and intelligently allowing for the range and the changing relative aspect of the ships.
‘He’ll be regretting that he didn’t just run for Dunkirk when he first saw us,’ said Lynton, who had little to do and badly needed to discuss the action with someone. Holbrooke didn’t favour him with a reply.
‘Another hit, sir, must have been about head-height over her quarterdeck.’
Holbrooke shuddered at the thought. But however hard he looked, he saw no change in the privateer’s heading and no slacking in her speed. He reckoned on only one more shot from each gun; four shots to determine the outcome of the chase.
The four shots brought no more hits, just plumes of water that would have wetted the crew on the deck of the privateer. They’d be congratulating themselves now because they could see that Kestrel was almost out of range. In a moment, Holbrooke would order the sloop about and they’d settle down to a long stern chase in the hope that another King’s ship would appear over the northern horizon. There was little else that could end this in Kestrel’s favour.
Holbrooke looked for’rard. Matross was peering through the number four gun port. He looked back at Holbrooke and held up his hand. ‘Just one more shot,’ he was saying. It was beyond any sensible range for a four-pounder gun, and the delay would mean that Kestrel would start the stern chase half a cable behind where she should be. Fairview was looking impatient, wanting to get the sloop about and start the highly technical work of getting every extra fraction of a knot out of her.
Holbrooke nodded at Matross. The gunner infuriatingly knelt beside the gun and showed no urgency as the range was increasing yard by yard. He pulled the quoin right out and laid it carefully aside. He made slight motions with his hands to get the gun trained just so, then he stopped and appeared to be staring into space. Seconds passed.
‘Fire!’ Matross said to the gun captain who pressed the linstock to the pan. The fizz of the priming could be heard from the quarterdeck, such was the hush that had descended upon the ship. The four-pounder recoiled on its breeching tackles, and Matross popped his head over the gunwale, like some sort of fat rodent peering out of its hole. Nothing. No sign of where the shot went. Holbrooke stared at the chase for a moment then turned to the master, trying to hide his disappointment.
‘Bring us about, Mister Fairview, and fetch her wake.’
But his words were lost in the general cheering. He looked for’rard at the chase to see that her profile had changed. The gaff had fallen away from the mizzen, and the driver was leaning over to larboard; she was paying off the wind. Matross’ infuriating pause had been to wait for the slight swell and a momentary decrease in the wind to bring the larboard battery up a few vital degrees. That had given the blessed number four gun that little extra elevation. He’d missed the rudder but brought down the driver, and she’d be under Kestrel’s battery, unable to manoeuvre, long before the damage could be repaired.
◆◆◆
 




30: Resolution
Monday, Twenty-Seventh of March 1758.
Kestrel, at Anchor. Portsmouth Harbour.
 
Kestrel lay at anchor some way past the dockyard in Fountain Lake, with her prize half a cable on her beam. Holbrooke had already paid a visit to the port commissioner – who had declined to tell him anything of Kestrel’s future – and now he was writing letters, with his clerk beside him ready to make fair copies where needed or to make file copies of holographs for those letters where only Holbrooke’s own handwriting would do. Kestrel had received no mail of any kind; it was almost certainly waiting for them in Harwich, and they could expect a delay of a few days until news of their arrival at Portsmouth reached that isolated port. Commodore Holmes’ dispatches announcing the fall of Emden were already heading up the London road, along with his own letter telling of his delivery of Colonel Reutter and the Austrian field gun to Ostend, and his capture of the French privateer. He was now dictating a letter to his prize agent.
‘… I would, therefore, be grateful if your Portsmouth representative could look over the privateer La Bon Chance at his earliest convenience. Copies of Kestrel’s log, my own deposition and the privateer’s papers may be obtained from my clerk, Mister Pritchard,’ he dictated.
It occurred to Holbrooke, and not for the first time, that he was on the way to accumulating a moderate wealth. True, he’d not yet received a penny in prize money, although the payment for Fury’s capture of Vulcain in 1756 was imminent. Nevertheless, the partners of Hawkins & Hammond – the same prize agent that Carlisle used – were confident that they’d all be condemned and in consequence were delighted to be able to advance him quite sizeable loans against the vessels that had been brought in by Fury, Medina and Kestrel. As far as Holbrooke was aware, none of the captures were seriously contested, and he’d take the captain’s share of three-eighths for the Dutchmen brought in since January. He’d only take two-eighths for the privateer, as he’d have to give up one of his eighths to Commodore Holmes, under whose orders he was acting at the time of the capture.
‘One copy of that to the prize agent’s offices in Bond Street, and one copy to their representative in Portsmouth. You may carry that to the office on The Hard by hand, Mister Pritchard,’ said Holbrooke.
‘Certainly, sir,’ the clerk replied. ‘Should I turn over the log and the other papers at the same time?’
‘Yes, without a doubt. A day sooner in getting the process started is a day sooner that we’ll be paid,’ replied Holbrooke.
Pritchard nodded enthusiastically. His share of Kestrel’s prizes was paltry compared with his captain’s share. Nevertheless, it would still be more money than he’d ever had before.
There was a knock at the door, and Jackson stepped half-way into the cabin.
‘Oh, I see you’re busy, sir, I’ll come back later.’
‘No, no, Mister Jackson. Pritchard is just finishing a letter; it’ll be five minutes before he’ll be ready for the next. How can I help you?’
‘Well, sir. It’s a bit of information really. I’ve just come back from the yard, and it seems to be generally known by everyone from the master attendant down that they’ll be taking us in hand before the end of the week. The word is that they’ll give us a wheel and they’ll shift the magazine and fit port-lids in the waist gun ports, but we’ll keep our old gaff driver. I heard that all the new sloops will have drivers, sir, rather than lateens. The capstan is too much work for a middling refit, so that’ll be for another day. They’ll take us into the dock at the same time and re-caulk and pay the bottom. They’re talking about six weeks or two months, it depends on what other work comes up.’
‘Did it sound like gossip or is there some truth to all this?’ asked Holbrooke.
‘I think it’s true, sir. Master Rigger is shifting the timbers in the dock already. He certainly believes it, and the ordnance yard is waiting to take our powder.’
Holbrooke digested this information as Jackson left. It wasn’t a surprise, but he was disappointed that the port commissioner had chosen not to tell him. He’d been warned back in December that the Navy Board would probably insist on at least that much work. It meant that they’d all have to move out of the sloop. He could give a few weeks leave to the men; there’d be no desertions with the prize money that they were owed although he could expect some straggling. The navy made a clear distinction between desertion – where the man had no intention of returning – and straggling, which was just a case of overstaying leave and was treated with some indulgence. And he could take some leave himself. It was a curious feeling that he’d be free to do as he liked, without being summoned by bells or pipes, and he could sleep all night in a bed that didn’t move. He’d discuss the details with Lynton so that they’d be ready when he had the official word.
‘The next letter to Captain Carlisle in Medina, at Halifax with a copy to Williamsburg in Virginia, in case Medina touches there. Your very best hand, if you please, Pritchard.’
Holbrooke had heard nothing from Carlisle since the letter dated November saying that Medina was taking a convoy north to various ports in the English colonies and finally to Halifax. It sounded likely that Pitt had decided on another attempt at Louisbourg, and Medina’s convoy was part of the build-up of force that would be required to capture that strong fortress, after the failed attempt last year.
‘… The Dunkirker didn’t so much as fire a gun for the honour of the flag, but she hauled down her colours before we had covered half the distance that separated us. It was a strangely bloodless affair, I’d expected at least a few casualties in the privateer; after all, we’d scored several hits to his stern, and one shot must have cleared the quarterdeck at head height. However, apart from severe fright, nobody was hurt. It took until well past noon to transfer the privateer’s people to Kestrel – a decent lot, on the whole – and to send across a prize crew, but it was worth the effort …’
Holbrooke, Fairview and Chalmers had entertained the privateer master to dinner; it had proved an invaluable investment of their time. After the first bottle, before which he’d tended towards moroseness, the Frenchman opened up and explained the difficulties of life as a privateer master. Ever since Thurot’s cruise in 1756, the expectations on privateers had grown to such an extent that it was considered a disgrace to return to Dunkirk without at least one prize. The average privateer master lasted only two cruises; not because of the dangers of the sea and the enemy, but because his owners and investors rewarded failure with dismissal and brooked no excuses. Holbrooke also learned that their assumptions regarding the privateer’s plans were correct and that it was only the foreknowledge of his movements that had allowed them to take this prize. It was likely that the master would have a spell in the hulks at the upper end of Portsmouth Harbour before his turn came around for a prisoner exchange, but he appeared quite philosophical about it. His ship was an excellent example of an ocean-going privateer, and it would be snapped up by one of the British consortia, probably to re-appear in a few months at Port Royal or Antigua.
‘I hope you will be able to visit your home in Virginia; it would be a cruel stroke to be forced to sail right past without touching at Williamsburg. Lady Chiara, I’m sure, is eager to see your native land.’
Holbrooke finished with the usual salutation. He read the draft, made some corrections and sent Pritchard to make a fair copy for his signature.
◆◆◆
 
Having completed his letters, Holbrooke had the evening free. He was tempted to call for his coxswain to be rowed ashore. There was any number of coffee houses and respectable inns where sea officers gathered, and he felt that the company of others of his rank would shake off the blue devils that had assailed him since they came to anchor. But he knew that any attempt to break in upon a gathering of people whom he only half-knew would be disastrous; he just wasn’t that type of gregarious officer. He was happiest with a small group of close friends: Lynton, Fairview, Jackson, for example. But all of them had either gone ashore themselves or were required on board for duty, and he didn’t have enough sense of his own importance to intrude upon them. Then, of course, there was Chalmers, but something held him back.
His mind was whirring now with self-analysis. There was a vital piece of his life missing. He was the youngest commander in the navy, as far as he knew. He had wealth enough to withstand a prolonged period on half-pay if it should come to that, but he had no close friends except Carlisle and Chalmers, the one on the other side of the world, and the other was under his command. He thought wistfully of Ann, the girl that he’d met in Wickham at Christmas, but he knew that even had he wished to, he didn’t have the resolution to make contact, although he had the letter from her that he’d read half a dozen times, whenever he’d had a moment’s leisure. It was within arm’s reach now, locked in the drawer of his desk. He’d intended to reply, of course. But somehow hadn’t found the time, or the courage, or something, and now it was nearly three months since she wrote it. Not even a girl from a provincial town could believe that a return letter could take that long from a ship in home waters. She must have given him up long ago.
But something must be done; otherwise Holbrooke could see himself becoming just another mad sea officer, friendless ashore and aloof afloat.
‘Serviteur, would you ask Mister Chalmers if he’s at leisure for a game of chess? And perhaps, if he’s available, you could lay out supper for two?’
‘Very well, sir, and the steward of La Bonne Chance gave me a case of Madeira that looks as though it could be ready to be drunk; should I open a bottle?’
Now how on earth did Serviteur persuade a French privateer’s steward to part with a case of Madeira, which must itself have been looted from a British prize as the French didn’t drink it? And how did he know that it was just the thing for the two of them to drink, in memory of old ships? And why, oh why, did Serviteur’s use of language that was only appropriate between gentlemen sound so natural when he used it? Very well indeed. Holbrooke shook his head, partly through incomprehension and partly to chase away his depression before Chalmers arrived. He realised now how desperately he wanted his friend to join him this evening.
◆◆◆
 
Night was falling as Serviteur laid out a supper for Holbrooke and Chalmers. They’d started a game of chess, but in fact, they were too bound up in conversation to really do it justice.
‘How strange,’ said Chalmers, ‘that a naval operation should have so much field artillery involved in it. It started with the three guns drawn by their assorted menagerie at Knock, then the guns in the pink that so startled Lynton. Then the guns that the French encumbered themselves with for their withdrawal, which must certainly have led to them being overtaken and their boats captured.’
‘Yes,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘If they’d left their guns behind, they’d have left earlier and been beyond our reach. But that appears to be against the military code.’
‘And finally,’ added Chalmers, ‘the curious incident of the colonel’s gun. I hesitate to tell that tale to anyone who wasn’t there for fear of being laughed out of the room.’
Silence again, and a few desultory moves on the chessboard. Holbrooke could tell, from his air of detachment, that Chalmers had some advice to give.
‘So, you don’t believe that your efforts at Emden and your capture of La Bonne Chance – what an inappropriate name for such an unlucky ship – will sufficiently recommend you to their Lordship?’
‘I fear not,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘The events at Emden will be – actually have been – reported to the Admiralty by Mister Holmes, and he’s at liberty to mention Kestrel’s part in it, or not, as he chooses. I could see that he was irritated that I had taken so much upon myself and my guess is that he’ll choose to gloss over our part. However, the capture of a privateer has been reported directly by me to the Admiralty, in the absence of the commodore. But taking privateers is the daily business of sloops-of-war and is not regarded as remarkable. I’d need to capture half a dozen before my deeds were noticed.’
‘But of course, you have time on your side, because aren’t you the youngest commander on the list? Sure, there’ll be many more privateers to come.’
Holbrooke shook his head. ‘I’ve been in command of Kestrel over four months now. In general, we commanders don’t get much more than a year to prove our worth, not in wartime. Time is slipping by and although it’s strange to say it, my age doesn’t help. If their Lordships are even aware of it, they’ll see it as a risk. No, I need to get away from Portsmouth as soon as possible and sail under Admiralty orders, where I can’t be ignored.’
Chalmers looked carefully at his friend.
‘As a churchman, I suppose that I shouldn’t be influenced by signs and portents, they smack of heathenish beliefs. However, I had convinced myself that the high tide that swept you to the anchorage in sight of Emden was, in fact, Holbrooke’s Tide. I regret that I was wrong.’
‘If Holmes had arrived a day or two later it would have been my tide,’ replied Holbrooke. ‘If he’d sailed into the estuary to find the city evacuated by the French and Austrians, and a naval party from Kestrel ashore with Treganoc in command, he couldn’t possibly have ignored me in his dispatches.’
They sat in silence for a moment. Chalmers moved his queen.
‘Checkmate,’ he said softly and immediately regretted it, even though he’d been avoiding this finale for the last seven moves.
‘A fitting end to the evening,’ said Holbrooke. ‘I believe I’ll turn in now if you don’t mind.’
‘Just let me leave you with this thought,’ said Chalmers. ‘Captain Carlisle quoted from Julius Caesar to encourage you, and I’ve spent some time thinking on that. I hope you won’t take it amiss if I say that you tend to undervalue yourself, both professionally and socially. I know little of the Admiralty, but I can’t believe that they’re such blockheads as to fail to notice your talent.’
Chalmers was watching his man with care; how far should he push him?
‘The same goes for your social life. Whatever you think of yourself, your natural humanity and your shining achievements must make you a valuable guest almost anywhere in the land.’
He stood and moved towards the door.
‘As a friend, I hope you’ll think on what I’ve said. If you catch it at the flood, your tide will carry you to fortune. And that flood tide, my friend, is now.’
◆◆◆
 
Holbrooke watched Chalmers leave the cabin, noticing the way the door stuck slightly in the jamb as it was pulled shut. He stared blank-eyed out of the stern windows as Serviteur cleared away the supper dishes and he was still there as the sounds in the scullery died away. Eight bells sounded. Midnight, the start of the graveyard watch. He heard the soft sounds as men shuffled across the deck above his head. As though he’d been waiting for this signal, he reached into the desk drawer, took out Ann’s letter and held it carefully between thumb and forefinger, watching the light of the candle reflected through the thin paper, the gesture of a man about to commit an inconvenient manuscript to the flames. But he didn’t. He laid down the letter on his desk, smoothing away the creases, then he took out paper, ink and quill. With a determined gesture of his forearm and a pull at his cuff, he started to write.
‘Mister Martin Featherstone
Bere Forest House
The Square
Wickham
Dear sir, I trust that you remember me. I had the honour of meeting you at Rookesbury House on Christmas day last. I am writing in the hope of securing your permission that I may call on your daughter Ann…’
◆◆◆
 




Epilogue
The War in Early 1758
 
By 1758 Britain’s early defeats of the war had been left behind and the navy and army, and Britain’s allies, were on the offensive.
In Germany, Prince Ferdinand of Brunswick succeeded the disgraced Duke of Cumberland in command of the British-funded Hanoverian Army of Observation. George II, as Elector of Hanover, repudiated the disastrous Convention of Klosterzeven and Ferdinand immediately took a risk on a winter campaign to force the French out of Hanover. By the spring Ferdinand’s offensive was largely successful, and the French were pushed back beyond the Rhine; Hanover was saved, for now.
In the Eastern Atlantic, Pitt’s strategy of raids on the French coat – intended to take pressure off both Hanover and North America – was starting to pay off. Descents on the Basque Roads and St. Malo in the early part of the year forced the French planners to retain troops on the country’s western shore that could otherwise have been deployed into Germany or Canada.
Meanwhile, Pitt’s strategy for North America was starting to take shape with preparations for a three-pronged attack on Fort Carillon, Fort Duquesne and Louisbourg. This was intended to pave the way for the ultimate prize of Quebec, and mastery of the whole of Upper Canada.
In the Mediterranean, a French naval force that was sent from Toulon to reinforce Louisbourg was attacked off Cartagena with the loss of three capital ships, including Foudroyant, de la Galissonière’s flagship at Minorca in 1756. Foudroyant was captured by Monmouth, Captain Gardiner, who had been Byng’s flag-captain at Minorca. In taking the huge French flagship, Gardiner wiped out the personal disgrace that he’d felt ever since the defeat off Minorca in May 1756, but at the cost of his own life, as he was killed in the fighting. Later in the year the French commander, de la Clue, made one more effort to break out of the Middle Sea and then abandoned Louisbourg to its fate.
By early 1758, de Kersaint having departed for France, there was no significant French naval presence in the West Indies. This left Admiral Cotes free to concentrate his own forces on protecting British trade from privateers and attacking French commerce, to the ruination of Louis XV’s finances. There was no thought of conquest of the French sugar islands yet; that would come in the next year.
In the East Indies, Admiral Watson had been succeeded by Admiral Pocock, but the strategy was still essentially defensive: to maintain a British squadron at parity with the French. Pocock fought an indecisive battle against d’Aché in April and on land the French made some advances, taking Cuddalore and Fort St. David. It was a precarious position, but so far Pitt’s strategy of containment was working.
In West Africa, in a purely naval expedition, a squadron under Commodore Marsh took Fort Louis in Senegal. However, his force was too weak to take the French island of Gorée ninety miles further south, that would have to wait for another expedition later in the year.
Britain was by now fighting a truly global war, the first in history, and it was sea power, wielded by the strategic genius of Pitt and Anson, that was making it possible.
◆◆◆
 
The Right Flank of the Army
 
The capture of Emden by a small British naval force under Commodore Charles Holmes is a historical fact, albeit one little known today. It’s chiefly remembered by historians because it was the impetus for the deployment of the first British force to be committed to Europe in the Seven Years War.
When he was told of the capture of Emden, Pitt recognised the importance immediately; it’s probable that he’d already decided what action he’d take if it did fall to British forces. If the French had continued to hold the city, its safe harbour could have been used as a resupply base for their army when they had absorbed the first vigour of Prince Ferdinand’s winter offensive. However, held by the British, it secured Ferdinand’s right flank and became even more useful as a supply base for the allies than it would have been for the French, because Britain controlled the North Sea to a degree that France never achieved. Britain could thus assure the safe passage of its supply ships to Emden.
Pitt acted quickly and sent a battalion of the fifty-first regiment of foot to garrison the city. This battalion had previously been part of the force that had been embarked for the abortive raid on Rochefort in September of the previous year. The fifty-first was a regular line regiment; it was relieved in Emden by garrison troops in August 1758 and stayed on the continent to join the new British contingent of Prince Frederick’s army in Germany that was deployed later in 1758.
Until the fall of Emden, there had been no British forces committed to the war in Europe. The Duke of Cumberland, who commanded only Hanoverians and a few Prussians, was recalled in disgrace after the convention of Klosterzeven in September 1757. This disastrous treaty effectively abandoned Hanover to the French, giving them a valuable bargaining chip for the return of their captured colonies – and potentially even Canada – when the war should end. Hanover was George II’s personal fiefdom, held independently from the crown of Great Britain, and he valued it enormously. Prince Ferdinand of Prussia was appointed in the Duke’s place, but that left no British presence on the continent. The fall of Emden gave Pitt the opportunity to deploy a regular British battalion to Europe without committing an army, and to demonstrate his determination to re-take Hanover.
The capture of Emden is merely a footnote to history, but it played an important part in the strategy for the war in western Europe. It may not have been our fictional George Holbrooke who – metaphorically speaking – parked his artillery on the French governor’s lawn, but it was someone very like him.
◆◆◆
 




Other Carlisle & Holbrooke Naval Adventures
Book 1: The Colonial Post-Captain
 

Captain Carlisle of His Britannic Majesty’s frigate Fury hails from Virginia, a loyal colony of the British Crown. In 1756, as the clouds of war gather in Europe, Fury is ordered to Toulon to investigate a French naval and military build-up.
While battling the winter weather, Carlisle must also juggle with delicate diplomatic issues in this period of phoney war and contend with an increasingly belligerent French frigate.
And then there is the beautiful Chiara Angelini, pursued across the Mediterranean by a Tunisian corsair who appears determined to abduct her, yet strangely reluctant to shed blood.
Carlisle and his young master’s mate, George Holbrooke, are witnesses to the inconclusive sea-battle which leads to the loss of Minorca. They engage in a thrilling and bloody encounter with the French frigate and a final confrontation with the enigmatic corsair.
◆◆◆
 




Book 2: The Leeward Islands Squadron
 

In late 1756, as the British government collapses in the aftermath of the loss of Minorca and the country and navy are thrown into political chaos, a small force of ships is sent to the West Indies to reinforce the Leeward Islands Squadron.
Captain Edward Carlisle, a native of Virginia, and his first lieutenant George Holbrooke are fresh from the Mediterranean and their capture of a powerful French man-of-war. Their new frigate Medina has orders to join a squadron commanded by a terminally ill commodore. Their mission: a near-suicidal assault on a strong Caribbean island fortress. Carlisle must confront the challenges of higher command as he leads the squadron back into battle to accomplish the Admiralty’s orders.
Join Carlisle and Holbrooke as they attack shore fortifications, engage in ship-on-ship duels and deal with mutiny in the West Indies.
◆◆◆
 




Book 3: The Jamaica Station
 

It is 1757, and the British navy is regrouping from a slow start to the seven years war.
A Spanish colonial governor and his family are pursued through the Caribbean by a pair of mysterious ships from the Dutch island of St. Eustatius. The British frigate Medina rescues the governor from his hurricane-wrecked ship, leading Captain Edward Carlisle and his first lieutenant George Holbrooke into a web of intrigue and half-truths. Are the Dutchmen operating under a letter of marque or are they pirates, and why are they hunting the Spaniard? Only the diplomatic skills of Carlisle’s aristocratic wife, Lady Chiara, can solve the puzzle.
When Carlisle is injured, the young Holbrooke must grow up quickly. Under his leadership, Medina takes part in a one-sided battle with the French that will influence a young Horatio Nelson to choose the navy as a career.
◆◆◆
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The Author
Chris Durbin grew up in the seaside town of Porthcawl in South Wales. His first experience of sailing was as a sea cadet in the treacherous tideway of the Bristol Channel, and at the age of sixteen, he spent a week in a tops’l schooner in the Southwest Approaches. He was a crew member on the Porthcawl lifeboat before joining the navy.
Chris spent twenty-four years as a warfare officer in the Royal Navy, serving in all classes of ship from aircraft carriers through destroyers and frigates to the smallest minesweepers. He took part in operational campaigns in the Falkland Islands, the Middle East and the Adriatic and he spent two years teaching tactics at a US Navy training centre in San Diego.
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With a lifelong interest in naval history and a long-standing ambition to write historical fiction, Chris has completed the first four novels in the Carlisle & Holbrooke series, in which a colonial Virginian commands a British navy frigate during the middle years of the eighteenth century.
The series will follow its principal characters through the Seven Years War and into the period of turbulent relations between Britain and her American Colonies in the 1760s. They’ll negotiate some thought-provoking loyalty issues when British policy and colonial restlessness lead inexorably to the American Revolution.
Chris lives on the south coast of England, surrounded by hundreds of years of naval history. His three children are all busy growing their own families and careers while Chris and his wife (US Navy, retired) of thirty-six years enjoy sailing their classic dayboat.
Fun Fact:
Chris shares his garden with a tortoise named Aubrey. If you’ve read Patrick O'Brian's HMS Surprise, or have seen the 2003 film Master and Commander: The Far Side of the World, you'll recognise the modest act of homage that Chris has paid to that great writer. Rest assured that Aubrey has not yet grown to the gigantic proportions of Testudo Aubreii.
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Feedback
If you’ve enjoyed Holbrooke’s Tide, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.
This is the fourth of a series of books that will follow Carlisle and Holbrooke through the Seven Years War and into the 1760s when relations between Britain and her restless American Colonies are tested to breaking point.
Look out for the fifth in the Carlisle Holbrooke series, coming soon.
You can follow my Blog at:
www.chris-durbin.com
◆◆◆
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